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Raising standards in literacy
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Sir Michael Wilshaw, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector, Ofsted
Today marks the publication of our latest report on the teaching of English. One of its opening statements is, and I quote:

‘There can be no more important subject than English in the school curriculum. English is a pre-eminent world language, it is at the heart of our culture and it is the language medium in which most of our pupils think and communicate. Literacy skills are also crucial to pupils’ learning in other subjects across the curriculum.’

That is absolutely right. Improving standards of literacy must be a priority for all our schools. That’s why we are here today.

The report describes improvements made in the teaching of English and literacy, and outcomes for pupils in primary and secondary schools over the past three years. It recognises that there are many schools where the teaching of English is effective and where pupils make good progress.  

We don’t need to look any further for good practice than the school we are in today. It featured in our recent report ‘Reading by Six’. Thomas Jones is a school where the majority of pupils have English as an additional language and half the pupils are eligible for free school meals, more than double the national average. The pupils come from a wide range of backgrounds, yet by the time they leave the school every single one of them has reached the national benchmarks in English as well as in mathematics, and many exceed them. 

Strong leadership is the key to improving literacy. David, this is what teachers said about you to our inspectors:

‘He has very, very high expectations.’
‘Very hands-on; pretty much all day, every day he teaches – it sends out a message to the staff; sends out a message to the children, too.’
‘He knows all the children and their families, and has strong contact with parents, for example, by being at the school gate virtually every morning.’
‘He has expectations that we behave as well as teach professionally, including high expectations about standards of dress.’
“He requires Year 6 to be scholars… like undergraduates; that’s what he calls them – ‘scholars’ – and they all want to rise to it.’
Your leadership, that of others in this room, and of many colleagues around the country, is making the difference.

So why are standards not improving quickly enough across England?

Our main concern is that too many pupils fall behind in their literacy early on. In most cases, if they can’t read securely at seven they struggle to catch up as they progress through their school career. Without reading and writing skills they find it difficult to access the curriculum and achieve well in their examinations. As a result, too many young adults lack the functional skills to make their way in the modern world. They are more likely to be unemployed, unwell, in prison, or supported by the state.

The problems start in the early years. If children possess a limited vocabulary or are not confident in their speech when they start school, they are likely to struggle with reading and writing as they move into Key Stage 1. Only three in every five children reach a good level of development in their communication, language and literacy skills by the age of five. 

Roughly half of those who fail to achieve national benchmark levels at the age of seven also fail to do so at the age of 11.

Although we’ve made headway in primary schools over recent decades, nationally, our rate of progress has stalled. One in five of all pupils – 100,000 children in England last year – did not reach national expectations at the end of primary school. Performance among students from disadvantaged backgrounds was even weaker: one in every three failed to achieve Level 4.

The problem continues into secondary school. Of those who just missed Level 4 and instead achieved Level 3a at the end of primary school, only a third achieved a C grade in GCSE English last year.

It’s also important to note that even achieving the current benchmark at the end of primary school is no guarantee of success. Last year 45% of those pupils who just reached Level 4c at the age of 11 did not achieve a Grade C in their GCSE English exams. So one of the first questions we need to ask is whether the national end of primary school target of Level 4 is sufficiently high to provide an adequate foundation for success at secondary school.

International comparisons of literacy show a worrying picture: our league table position has fallen from seventh in the world in 2000 to joint 23rd in 2009, the year of the most recent study. Over this period, our national performance in the PISA tests was relatively constant. However, some countries have improved faster than us: Japan, the Netherlands, Belgium, Norway. Others have entered the study above us: Singapore, Hong Kong and Shanghai-China. So we are no longer a leading country in terms of our literacy performance at 15: others are doing better.

The problems don’t end at 15. Too many colleges fail to get to grips with the issues they inherit from schools. Too often, the literacy and numeracy skills of learners are poorly assessed on entry or given insufficient attention in programmes of study. The last Chief Inspector’s annual report recorded that we saw only a few colleges where the basic literacy requirements of students were adequately addressed. 

Employers have long expressed their concerns that too many people lack the basic skills to cope in the workplace. They are right to complain, if they have to put on supplementary literacy courses to compensate for what should have been taught at school or college.

It is still the case that one in every seven adults – over five million people – lacks the basic literacy skills to read a newspaper or instructions on a medicine bottle or complete an application form. This simply isn’t good enough. Not only are the personal, social and economic effects hugely significant but adults with poor literacy skills are also more likely to have a child who can’t read by the age of seven, so the cycle repeats itself. 
I am confident we can get to grips with this issue and break this cycle. We know what works. You have shown [the people in the room] what can be done.

We don’t need more research or more headline-grabbing initiatives which can’t be sustained. The best nurseries, schools and colleges ensure all their young people develop good literacy skills, regardless of their background. They set high standards for every single learner, ensure their teaching is always good or better, and intervene when underachievement takes place. They are relentless in their drive to improve standards. 
In early years settings, this means that practitioners are specifically planning opportunities to develop children’s speaking, listening, reading and writing skills. The outstanding heads I speak to, including some here today, are clear that there needs to be a careful balance between independent learning and play on the one hand, and more formal and systematic phonics teaching on the other.
As I said at the beginning of my remarks, good leadership is the key to good literacy in schools. But what does this mean in practice?

Above all, it means being passionate about high standards of literacy for every single pupil, and creating a no-excuses culture both for pupils and for staff.

It means investing in and leading the professional development of staff in the systematic teaching of phonics.

It means carefully tracking every pupil’s progress in literacy, especially at transition between the Key Stages.

It means structured intervention when pupils start to fall behind.

It means engaging parents to support the school’s effort to promote literacy, and, if necessary, to improve their own literacy skills.

It means adopting a flexible approach to the curriculum to ensure that there is a sufficient focus on literacy. Depth is sometimes more important than breadth. 

It means developing an effective whole-school approach to literacy across the curriculum, which is robust and meaningful.

It means encouraging every pupil, once they have mastered the basics, to read for pleasure, through the effective use of a wide range of stimulating books and learning materials.

It means the robust performance management of staff to improve the quality of teaching in the school, rewarding and promoting those who teach well and doing something about those who don’t.
In colleges, it means integrating literacy skills into the core programmes of study, and where necessary, providing supplementary support.
So what needs to be done now?

I am proposing 10 steps to raise national standards in literacy.

Step 1: We will tighten our registration arrangements for early years providers to ensure that they are properly trained to deliver the EYFS goals. Good and outstanding providers should play a larger part in sharing their expertise across the sector, especially with childminders. 
Step 2: The government should consider whether the present Level 4 standard at the end of Key Stage 2 is sufficiently high for successful progression to secondary school.

Step 3: Schools should report to parents on their child’s reading age alongside information on national curriculum levels. Parents should see the correlation between chronological and reading ages. 

Step 4: From September, Ofsted will prioritise for inspection schools with the lowest achievement levels in literacy. 

Step 5: We will reinforce and further embed our present inspection practice of hearing children read. We will inspect schools’ assessment systems to ensure that careful monitoring and effective intervention take place.

Step 6: In colleges and work-based learning, we will give even greater emphasis to the inspection of literacy skills, as part of our inspection of programmes of study.

Step 7: We will sharpen our focus on phonics in our routine inspections of all initial teacher education provision – primary, secondary and FE.

Step 8: In addition, it is unlikely that any provider of primary initial teacher education will be judged outstanding unless the quality of its phonics training is also outstanding.

Step 9: We will also commence a series of unannounced inspections focused solely on the training of phonics teaching in providers of primary initial teacher education. These phonics-focused inspections could trigger a full inspection where weaknesses are found.

Step 10: We will publish a detailed survey of what works best in secondary schools to improve literacy across the curriculum.

We need to renew our national drive for higher standards of literacy so that England can reclaim its place at the top end of the PISA league table. I am committed to Ofsted playing its part in that campaign to raise standards, and now I’d like to hear your views.
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