Literacy at key stage 3

By Geoff Barton

Official figures on literacy are never designed to make us feel good. 

On a single day last week you could hear the Chief Inspector of Schools, Mike Tomlinson, express concerns  about the declining progress in English primary schools. Then, slightly less prominent, there was the announcement from the OECD that pupils in the United Kingdom are performing better than most of their counterparts in developed countries.

The Ofsted report said that the increases in national curriculum test scores for 11 year olds have levelled off, and are running five points behind the Government’s 80% target for pupils aged 11. It said that literacy hour has had a major impact on the teaching of reading but that writing standards remain "a significant national issue". 

The key stage 2 results, revealed in league tables tomorrow, are an important test for a government which has placed such emphasis on its literacy strategy and, in the present year, has moved the focus into secondary schools, funding an additional day of teacher training.

The sense of urgency in addressing literacy needs seems undeniable. According to a Basic Skills Agency report of May 2000, nearly four out of 10 adults in some parts of England cannot read or write properly or do simple sums.  An OEDC survey across Europe last year showed that around 10% of the EU population falls into the low skills category.  In Britain the figure is over 20%. In fact, eight million people are so poor at reading and writing that they cannot cope with the demands of modern life. A 1999 survey of 12 OEDC nations only Poland and Ireland emerged with lower levels of adult literacy than Britain. 
So if you’re reading this, you’re a privileged card-holding member of the Literacy Club.
The problem is that statistics are, well, statistics. It’s the details that bring an issue to life, the nitty-gritty revelations of the effects of low literacy. An estimated 7 million UK adults cannot locate the page reference for plumbers in the Yellow Pages. One in 16 adults cannot identify a concert venue on a poster containing: name of band, venue, date, time and ticket price. 
An RAC report earlier this year revealed that More than half of British motorists cannot interpret road signs properly, according to a survey by the Royal Automobile Club. For example, three in five motorists thought a "be aware of cattle" warning sign indicated risk of foot-and-mouth disease. Suddenly, out on the open road, the literacy imperative becomes all the more urgent. 

The Government’s programme for revitalising the education of 11 to 14 years olds (key stage 3) has an ambitious whole-school literacy initiative at its heart. This is based on growing evidence of the disastrous lack of expectations that frequently set in at this age group.
Put bluntly, Professor John West-Burnham at the University of Hull has argued that evidence from a number of studies shows that Year 7 adds so little value that actually missing the year would not disadvantage some children.

So from September this year the black-hole of the education system, key stage 3, has become the focus of significant attention and additional funding. All secondary schools have been allocated an additional teacher training day to bed literacy issues into all school subjects, and three teachers from each school received training last term.
This will provoke a sense of déjà vu in more established teachers. Wasn’t the Bullock Report of 1974, now so handily propping open stock-cupboard doors, destined to do the same thing?

Alan Howe, one of two senior regional directors for the English strand of the National Key Stage 3 Strategy acknowledges this.  "Literacy across the curriculum has a long curricular history. Bullock certainly had a long-term effect on teachers’ thinking, and informed practice. But the Government’s standards agenda is the big difference this time. Literacy has proved itself as a huge motivator for teachers and pupils in primary schools, and is now being regarded as an important tool for raising standards across other subjects in secondary schools too.".

The strategy for key stages 1 and 2 (best known by its ‘Literacy

Hour’ element) has been reconceptualised for the secondary years. There is still an emphasis on a highly interactive whole class teaching, fast-paced starter activities in English, notions like scaffolding and shared writing, and

these are being disseminated to all staff, not simply English teachers.

In other words we find that teachers of Maths, Art, Science and Technology

are being expected to do more than merely create ‘literacy-friendly

classrooms’ (with key words stuck visually in prominent places) or mark books

more effectively. They are being asked to identify the conventions of the dominant text types in their area, to articulate these to students, and then to demonstrate the writing process. The non-fiction text types are information, recount (chronological report), explanation, instructions, persuasion, discursive writing (presenting a balanced account).

As Alan Howe says, "English teachers will be concentrating on teaching a wide range of literacy skills, but five minutes of this kind of shared writing process in other subjects will make a huge impact on pupils’ ability to write clear, effective language in the right style."
Writing is a particular focus at key stage 3 because it appears an area of significant weakness. Whilst most of us were taught to read, few of us were taught how to write, apart from the mechanics of letter formation and punctuation. As a result most pupils rarely see an adult writing. The act remains mysterious, almost furtive. Hence the emphasis on shared composition.

So teachers are being expected to demonstrate the writing process, and this is where we might expect unease or dissension to build. Andy Goodwyn is director of the Reading University Centre for Language, English and Media Education which has been researching the impact of the Literacy Strategy on secondary schools. He leads courses with teachers and trainee teachers on building pupils1 literacy skills. Has he met fierce opposition to the idea that teachers of, say, Maths are also teachers of English? 

"The literacy thrust has received a cautious welcome from teachers I have worked with," he says. "Of course there are reservations. Some teachers worry about their own level of language knowledge to identify the key features of certain texts. And there has been a concern about the tone of some of the training materials. But the majority of teachers do appear to be recognising that this is essentially good practice."

Elaine Wilson is a lecturer in education at the University of Cambridge. She also leads in-service training courses for Science teachers. Her recent session on ‘extending literacy into the Chemistry lesson’ at the Anglia Area conference of the Association for Science Education was a popular option. She says that language rather than concepts have often been the biggest barrier to progress in science teaching. “Many teachers recognise this from their own education and are keen to see students taught skills which will enable them to engage more directly with the subject”. 
The result should be pupils who know how to write better. The first hurdle will be encouraging teachers who are themselves confident enough to be seen writing openly, in full public gaze, so that pupils learn more about the mysterious mental processes that underpin an activity we easily take for granted. Straight ahead to the Literacy Club. Members only. 

