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Background context
In the White Paper, The importance of teaching,
 (November 2010), the government outlined its intention for Ofsted to concentrate in the new school inspection framework on the teaching of reading and on pupils’ literacy skills by the time they leave primary and secondary education. This expectation has been built into the pilot inspection framework used in summer 2011. 

The government has stated its intention to raise the expectations for ‘floor standards’ in secondary schools by 2015 to 50% of students achieving five or more Grades A* to C (9-6) including English and mathematics.
The government’s response to the Wolf Report on vocational education also identifies as a problem that:

Students without a solid grounding in the basics (are) allowed to drop the study of English and maths – the most vital foundation for employment – when these are precisely the subjects that they most need to continue.

Clearly, the government’s intention is to raise the importance of basic literacy skills at the end of primary school and throughout secondary education. It has also set a new challenge for those who continue to study to 19. 

What is Literacy?

In simple terms literacy focuses on the key skill areas of Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening.
In the early discussions of the intended changes to Ofsted’s inspection of schools, ‘literacy’ was used as a catch-all term. The Oxford English Dictionary defines it simply as ‘the ability to read and write’. The DFE White Paper perhaps puts it into context better: ‘When young people compete for jobs and enter the workplace, they will be expected to communicate precisely and effectively.’ (Para. 4.50) There is a clear expectation that young people leaving the education system at 16, or more likely 19, will have the requisite literacy and communication skills to be employable and to be effective in that employment. It is not coincidental that the government has also asked Ofqual to:

“advise on how mark schemes could take greater account of the importance of spelling, punctuation and grammar for examinations in all subjects”
In case the intention is not clear, the recently published Teaching Standards
 make it plain that all teachers should: 

“demonstrate an understanding of and take responsibility for promoting high standards of literacy and the correct use of standard English, whatever the teacher’s specialist subject (Part 1, point 3)”. 

The inclusion of standard English here, along with the full sense of ‘communicate’, suggests that the definition of literacy should be taken to include the ability to speak and listen effectively alongside the skills of reading and writing. 
The White Paper is explicit about inspectors’ duty to report on the effectiveness of the teaching of phonics and early reading. It is clear that there is an expectation that schools should ensure that all pupils communicate effectively. This plainly includes their ability to apply their reading and writing skills successfully and to speak articulately in a range of contexts and for different purposes.

Literacy at St Mary’s RC High School

Literacy is a whole school issue, affecting all subject areas, and as it is a Government-identified national priority, all Departments must be aware of and actively seeking to implement the following:

· Subject specific word banks with relevant vocabulary prominently displayed.
· Whole school spelling policy to be applied by all staff.

· As far as possible, pupils should be responding to written questions with full-sentence answers.

· All staff to take equal responsibility for correction of spelling and punctuation errors; also for monitoring and correcting as appropriate the sense of written responses.

· All subject areas to maximise writing opportunities; incorporating extended writing, writing for different audiences and purposes, and use of different forms of writing.

· Teachers should take every opportunity to make learning outcomes explicit to pupils, highlighting literacy skills involved.

· All teachers should be aware of their own use of spoken language for different purposes, audiences and situations, and equally should encourage pupils to use appropriate language themselves.

Literacy at St Mary’s RC High School: Guidelines for teachers

The renewed emphasis on whole school literacy may seem like an ‘imposition’ of sorts; however, there is no doubt that it will benefit both pupils and staff in the following ways:

· More positive pupil attitudes and raised self-esteem

· Improved pupil behaviour

· Improved pupil listening skills

· Improved standards in written tasks – less spelling to correct!

· Improved examination results in all curriculum areas

How does literacy affect me and my subject?

The three skill areas (Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening) obviously do not exist in isolation. They are part of pupils’ learning experience in both every single subject and in every day life. Focusing on the purpose and techniques of each of the literacy areas helps us to help them.
READING

· Purpose
We read mainly for pleasure or for information or for a combination of both.

· Techniques
We can read fully, every word, or we can skim and scan text, picking out key words that are relevant to what we are doing.

WRITING

· Purpose
We write always to communicate even if it is just with ourselves! Writing can (here are the main forms) inform, explain, persuade, argue, describe, narrate, instruct, report, record and many more! One or more of these purposes will be relevant to the kinds of writing pupils are being asked to do in every single subject area.
· Techniques

Writing is a process – it can be very quick and spontaneous, such as making notes, or it can be a longer term process with extensive planning, redrafting and editing. The skills required for writing are extremely complex as different forms make different demands on the writer. These skills go beyond spelling and punctuation, but technical accuracy and the sense contained within the writing are crucial if it is to fulfil its prime function and communicate successfully.
SPEAKING and LISTENING

· Purpose

Every possible form of communication! You need good speaking and listening skills to get by. Many pupils (and teachers!) do not listen well – this requires focused attention. Similarly speaking clearly and efficiently is not always easy either!

· Techniques

To speak and listen effectively requires a tight focus of attention and a certain degree of positive intention. This takes practise – for all of us!

What teachers can do
Be clear in our minds on the skills that are being practised within any given task – see above for helpful hints.

Focus on the process as much as the outcome.

Make this explicit to pupils; for example, you are about to give instructions verbally. Before you do so, say to pupils; “Now I am going to give you your instructions. You need to listen very carefully so that you can follow them first time. Listening is very important.”

Note that you have to do this every time you give verbal instructions – be consistent in this approach and keep reminding pupils of the need to listen carefully. Perhaps say that you will only give the instructions once – then pupils are on their own. If you do this, it is crucial that you mean it and that pupils see what happens as a consequence of poor listening. It may result in a little initial chaos but the long-term benefits will outweigh this!

With written tasks, provide extremely clear instructions – perhaps written and verbal. If possible, break down the process for the pupils before you begin, making each step explicit. With the instructions, explain what is being assessed, what the purpose of the writing is, and if possible give a ‘real life’ audience. 
With reading tasks, explain the purpose of the reading and what techniques are required to make it successful; for example, it can be useful to select key words together. Remember to keep your focus on the process as much as the outcome.




 





