Literacy Impact
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As a teacher of, say, Technology or PE or Geography, it can be tempting to assume that literacy has little to do with you. In fact, many schools have unwittingly reinforced this idea by appointing literacy coordinators – the subtext being that it’s someone else’s job to make literacy happen.

Not so. It’s teachers of subjects other than English who can make the biggest literacy impact of all with students. You can powerfully demonstrate that spelling or reading or writing aren’t just the domain of the English Department but of everyone. In the process you can demystify, reassure and build confidence – essential ingredient in good teaching and learning.

So here are just 3 quick suggestions for ways you could help contribute to student success in literacy – and your subject - at your school:

1 Demystify spelling

Students too often assume that we are born either good or hopeless spellers. Reassure them that we all have everyday tricks up our sleeves by explaining how you spell difficult words. It comes as a huge revelation that all of us struggle with some spellings and have our own coping devices. Next time you’re writing on the board, tell students how you remember a tricky spelling. Tell them (as a History teacher) how you visualise govern-ment or parl-I AM–ent. Tell them any silly spelling devices you have (never eat chips eat sausage sandwiches and raspberry yoghurt  = necessary). 

2 Demonstrate the writing process

For students it can too often seem that writing is something that is served up ready-made. It is delivered on paper, in textbooks and worksheets, complete and polished. This sends out a demoralising message to many students. They don’t recognise the fact that behind all writing lies a process of thinking, drafting and decision-making. The most important role you can play in developing your students’ writing is to demonstrate the writing process. Show them how you would approach the first sentence or paragraph of a task. Demonstrate the thinking processes you go through. Change your mind through a sentence, crossing out a word and substituting another. All of this will build the confidence of your students and show them that writing is a process, not just an end-product.

3 Create a literacy-friendly room. 

This is the easiest one. Have assessment criteria clearly visible. Get some students to make posters of the most difficult words for spelling in your subject. Display them and refer to them. Have writing framers available to support students who need more structure. Be clear in your expectations – as a Science teacher do you want the active voice (“I added potassium”) or the passive (“potassium was added”)? Make your expectations clear though signs, posters and other visual reminders.

None of this is difficult or time-consuming. It won’t detract from your subject or waste time. But, potentially, you will build the self-esteem and self-confidence of your students, reassure them that they can succeed, and provide important foundations for them to achieve better both in your subject and across the school. 
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