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Whole-School Literacy

Phil Rigby

Edge Hill University

Literacy is a bridge from misery to hope

Kofi Annan

Session content

1. Current national picture and policy 
developments

2. Whole-school literacy – the 
background

3. What I can do to promote, develop 
and teach literacy in my school or 
classroom?

“All teachers are teachers 
of Literacy”

Sir Alan Bullock (1975)

“Every teacher in English is a 
teacher of English”

George Sampson (1921) 
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Teaching Standards

Part 1: Teaching
3. Demonstrate good subject and curriculum knowledge.

c. Demonstrate an understanding of and take responsibility for 
promoting high standards of literacy, articulacy and the correct 
use of Standard English, whatever the teacher’s specialist subject. 

5. Adapt teaching to respond to the strengths and needs of all
pupils. 
d. have a clear understanding of the needs of all pupils, including 
those with special educational needs; those of high ability; those 
with English as an additional language; those with disabilities; and 
be able to use and evaluate distinctive teaching approaches to 
engage and support them. 

8. Fulfil wider professional responsibilities. 
b. develop effective professional relationships with colleagues, 
knowing how and when to draw on advice and specialist support. 

‘The Framework for school 
inspection’

Achievement of pupils 
at the school

When evaluating the 
achievement of pupils, 
inspectors consider:
- how well pupils develop 
a range of skills, 
including reading, 
writing, communication 
and mathematical skills 
and how well they apply 
these across the 
curriculum.  

Quality of teaching in 
the school

When evaluating the 
quality of teaching, 
inspectors consider:
- how well teaching 
enables pupils to develop 
skills in reading, writing, 
communication and 
mathematics. 

Ofsted December 2013
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Don’t Call It 
Literacy

Geoff Barton

(David Fulton, 
2013)

The Secret of 
Literacy

David Didau

(Independent 
Thinking, 2014)

Manglish

Lisa Jane Ashes

(Independent 
Thinking, 2014)
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Literacy: State of the Nation (NLT, 2011) 
provides a coherent picture of literacy in the 

UK today 

It reveals that:
• One in six people in the UK struggle with literacy. 

This means their literacy is below the level 
expected of an eleven year old

• A quarter of young people do not recognise a link 
between reading and success

• Men and women with poor literacy are least likely 
to be in full-time employment at the age of thirty

• There is a constant gender difference in attitudes 
towards writing.  Boys do not enjoy writing as 
much as girls (38% vs. 52%), either for 
family/friends or for schoolwork 

http://ecx.images-amazon.com/images/I/41uPXbJiz1L._SL500_AA300_.jpg
http://ecx.images-amazon.com/images/I/41uPXbJiz1L._SL500_AA300_.jpg
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• So how does the national picture for the 
UK compare with what you know of the 
pupils who come to your school?

• For pupils coming from backgrounds where 
conversation, reading and writing are 
sporadic and, perhaps, impoverished, what 
first impressions does your school give of 
an attitude to talking, reading and writing?

• What do you know of the attitudes of your 
pupils and parents to, say, reading and 
writing? How could you find out more?

How is Literacy different to 
English?

Literacy is much wider than English.

English exposes students to a range of 
fiction and non-fiction texts.

Literacy is about communicating 
effectively.

Every subject has its own literacy.

A consistent whole-school approach can 
help pupils learn better

Classrooms and corridors:

• Key words for the subject are on display

• Annotated examples of what high quality work 
looks like are visible

• Displays that are readable from a distance, e.g. 
with questions rather than statements

• The learning objective for every lesson is evident.  
Pupils know what they are expected to learn and 
how they will demonstrate it
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A consistent whole-school approach can 
help pupils learn better

Teacher talk:

• Exploratory talk: less use of ‘what?’ questions and 
more use of ‘why?’ and ‘how?’

• Pupils are given time for oral rehearsal – briefly 
discussing their answers in pairs before being 
expected to say them aloud

• Pupils are given thinking time before giving an 
answer

• Increasing use of no-hands-up

A consistent whole-school approach can 
help pupils learn better

Reading:

• Teachers teach the reading skills needed in a subject –
e.g. skimming, scanning, speed reading, analysis and 
research

• Handouts are presented in ways that are attractive and 
accessible, taking account of the reading ages of pupils

• Key words are included at the start of handouts

• All handouts include a ‘big picture’ question or statement 
that helps pupils understand why they are reading it

A consistent whole-school approach can 
help pupils learn better

Writing:

• Collaborative writing: pupils see their teacher 
modelling how to write the first paragraph of an 
answer

• The essential discourse markers of writing are 
taught (e.g. however, although, despite, because, 
while)

• Pupils are encouraged to use short sentences at 
the start and end of paragraphs
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Talking Point

• Which of these suggestions would you 
say were current strengths in your 
classroom / department / school?

• What are the main areas that need 
developing?

• What are the main blocks or 
restrictions to implementing these?

The 2014 National Curriculum contains a section 
on ‘Spoken Language’ for each subject e.g. 
Science:

The national curriculum for science reflects the 
importance of spoken language in pupils’ 
development across the whole curriculum –
cognitively, socially and linguistically. The quality
and variety of language that pupils hear and speak 
are key factors in developing their scientific 
vocabulary and articulating scientific concepts 
clearly and precisely. They must be assisted in 
making their thinking clear, both to themselves 
and others, and teachers should ensure that pupils 
build secure foundations by using discussion to 
probe and remedy their misconceptions. 

What research tells us about 
classroom talk

• Talk – of the right quality – promotes the 
development of children’s reasoning, conceptual 
understanding and reading comprehension

• Many pupils do not get a rich enough experience of 
spoken language outside school for this 
development to be assured

• Pupils do not merely need experience of speaking 
and listening in school: they need to be expressly 
taught the relevant functional skills: how to use 
talk to construct arguments, jointly solve problems 
and comprehend texts
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Children learn most from talk in 
class when:

• The teacher develops pupils’ reflective awareness 
of how to talk and work together

• The teacher encourages them to express tentative 
ideas

• The teacher models good spoken language skills in 
whole class discussions

• The teacher scaffolds group work, but mainly 
stays out of it

• Group work involves tasks that really require 
children to think together

Organising group talk:

• Listening triads (talker, questioner, 
recorder)

• Envoys
• Snowball
• Rainbow groups
• Jigsaw
• Spokesperson
• Observer/listener

Group work matters:

It can aid learning
It can assist pupils’ social development
It can assist pupils’ linguistic development

“The ability to read and write”

Skills for life
– Reading
– Writing
– Speaking
– Listening
– Creativity

These life skills are essential to the happiness, 
health and wealth of individuals and society. 
(National Literacy Trust, 2011)
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Reading

For whosoever hath, to him shall be given, and he 
shall have more abundance: but whosoever hath not, 
from him shall be taken away even that he hath

Matthew 13:12

… while good readers gain new skills very rapidly, and 
quickly move from learning to read to reading to 
learn, poor readers become increasingly frustrated 
with the act of reading, and try to avoid reading 
where possible

Daniel Rigney: The Matthew Effect (2010)

Reading

There may be a social dimension involved as well, 
as good readers may choose friends who also 
read avidly while poor readers seek friends with 
whom they share other enjoyments

Researchers generally agree that early 
differences between good readers and poor 
readers tend to persist into adulthood and poor 
readers rarely catch up

Daniel Rigney: The Matthew Effect (2010)

Simple view of reading
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This sentence has five words. Here are five more 
words. Five-word sentences are fine. But several 
together become monotonous. Listen to what is 
happening. The writing is getting boring. The sound 
of it drones. It’s like a stuck record. The ear 
demands some variety. Now listen. I vary the 
sentence length, and I create music. Music. The 
writing sings. It has a pleasant rhythm, a lilt, a 
harmony. I use short sentences. And I use sentences 
of medium length. And sometimes, when I am certain 
the reader is rested, I will engage him with a 
sentence of considerable length, a sentence that 
burns with energy and builds with all the impetus of 
a crescendo, the roll of the drums, the crash of the 
cymbals–sounds that say listen to this, it is 
important.

Gary Provost

Glombots

Glombots, who looked durly and lurkish, were 
very fond of wooning, which thet usually did 
in the grebble rather than the grimper.

• What did glombots look like?

• What were they fond of doing?

• Where did they go wooning?

• Why do you think they preferred the  
grebble to the grimper for wooning?

Reading

Unless children have learned to 
read, the rest of the 
curriculum is a secret garden to 
which they will never enjoy 
access.

The Importance of Teaching: Schools White Paper. DfE. 
(2010:28)
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Spelling

1. criticise
2. prejudice
3. twelfth
4. desperate
5. harass
6. conscious
7. privilege
8. recommend
9. necessary
10. sufficient
These spellings are all on the Years 5 and 6 list 
for the new primary English curriculum!

Teaching Spelling

Break it into sounds (d-i-a-r-y)

Break it into syllables (re-mem-ber)

Break it into affixes (dis + satisfy)

Use a mnemonic (necessary: one collar, two sleeves)

Refer to word in the same family (muscle – muscular) 
(word webs)

Say it as it sounds (Wed-nes-day) (spellspeak)

Words within words (Parliament – I AM parliament)

Refer to morphology (bi + cycle = two + wheels)  

Use patterns (bright, light, night, etc.)

Use a key word ( advice/advise for practice)

Apply spelling rules (writing, written)

Learn by sight (look-cover-write-check)
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‘Independent View of the 
Teaching of Early Reading’

51. Having considered a wide range of 
evidence, the review has concluded 
that the case for systemic phonic 
work is overwhelming and much 
strengthened by a synthetic approach 

(Rose. 2006:20)

Removing Barriers to 
Literacy

• Teachers with high expectation for pupils’ 
achievements in literacy

• An emphasis on speaking and listening 
skills from an early age

• A rigorous, sequential approach to 
developing speaking and listening and 
teaching reading, writing and spelling 
through systematic phonics

Ofsted (2011)

“We know that, whatever else may 
work, teaching children to read using 
the tried and tested method of 
synthetic phonics can dramatically 
reduce illiteracy”

(Michael Gove speaking to Westminster Academy, 6 September 2010)
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“There is more to reading than phonics. But 
high-quality academic evidence from across 
the world – from Scotland and Australia to 
the National Reading Panel in the US – shows 
that the systematic teaching of synthetic 
phonics is the best way to teach literacy to 
all children, and especially those aged five to 
seven.”

(Nick Gibb Schools Minister, March 2011) 

Impact
Philosophical Perspectives on Educational Policy

To read or not to 
read: decoding 
Synthetic Phonics

Andrew Davis

(Issue 20 

pages 1–38

November 2013)

Primary Schools

Teach students to comprehend texts 
as well as decode and encode words

Systematic synthetic phonics refers to teaching 
word recognition whereby phonemes (sounds) 
associated with particular graphemes (letters) are 
pronounced in isolation and blended together 
(synthesised) in order to decode words.
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The Independent

BBC News

The Telegraph

The Guardian

The Daily Mail

How can I help?

• Reading is THE MOST important skill 
a child learns at school
– High language comprehension

– High word recognition
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Isn’t this a job for the English 
Department?

What literacy skills do my students 
need to have to succeed in my 
subject? 
– Read

– Write

GCSE exam question

Explain the difference between muscular 
strength and power. 

(4 marks)

Connectives for comparison

however on the other hand…
…although… despite this…
on the contrary… instead…
as for… …whereas…

…while…

Isn’t this a job for the English 
Department?

• What literacy skills do my students 
need to have to succeed in my 
subject? 
– Read

– Write

– Speak

– Listen
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What can I do?

• Font

• Word mats

• Displays

• Spelling tests

• Speaking and listening activities

• Key definitions consistent in all 
classrooms

Word mat

Displays
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Whatever the 
task:

Know your punctuation...

Try to encourage more ambitious punctuation choices. Teach students to 
recognise an opportunity to use punctuation, or see how the absence of 
punctuation has led to confusion or lack of clarity.   

Commas are used to separate words in lists or add information. 

Semi colons link two or more simple sentences, providing the sentences are 
linked by a common theme.

Colons usually show that some example, explanation or list is going to follow. 
It is also used to punctuate speech in plays.

Hyphens are used to join two or more words into a new, compound word.

Speech marks are used to show when a character is speaking out loud to 
another character. 

Exclamations are used to show command, surprise and when the author is 
trying to interject hard-hitting phrases.

Question marks are used at the end of a question. Look out for those 
question words to help you!

Brackets contain material which could be missed out without altering the 
meaning of the sentence. They are used to add asides or an additional piece of 
information. 

Ellipsis can be used to finish a sentence off, making an incomplete sentence 
complete. They can show missing words from a quotation or show a pause or 
hesitation in writing.

Reading, Writing, Speaking & Listening

Dos Don’ts

Allow time to read/plan/think and self-
correct

Jump straight in with the word or the 
answer

Use peer assessment Give large amounts of reading at once and 
expect students to comprehend it; break it 

into smaller chunks

Model your expectations of good writing Expect students to ‘just know’ how to write.

Put good examples of work on display in the 
classroom

Assume that you don’t need to know it

Build up to longer pieces of writing, giving 
students the ‘building blocks’ first 

(vocabulary and ideas)

Don’t go straight to an extended piece of 
writing if the purpose, audience, language or 

structure are brand new to the student

Give a specific literacy focus for a piece of 
written work 

Rush it

Use a good example of Standard English in 
the classroom

Have too many foci

Use talk to engage students: review existing 
knowledge or evaluate learning

Leave pupils to talk without guidance or 
structure

Opportunities for extended 
writing

• Art
– Descriptive writing

• Geography
– Writing to inform

• History
– Report writing
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Repetition

Expose students to as many different 
opportunities to read, write, speak 
and hear others speak as possible.

‘It is only when all students in a school 
have a voice – and can read – that 
they can be really successful’

Ruth Miskin (2009)

Further reading

• Independent Review of Early Reading (2006)
• Moving English Forward. Ofsted (March 2012)
• National Literacy Strategy. (1998).
• Ofsted Inspection Framework. (2011)
• Reading by six. How the best schools do it. (2010)
• Removing Barriers to Literacy. Ofsted (2011)
• So why can’t they read? (2010)
• The Importance of Teaching – The Schools White Paper 

2010. DfE, (2010) 
• The government published its formal response to the Wolf 

Review on 12 May (2011) 

All of these are available from www.education.gov.uk
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Any Questions?


