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A Practical Approach to Improving Literacy Levels
Everyone would agree that achieving and maintaining good literacy levels amongst pupils is one of the most basic prerequisites to their academic success. In order for students to be able to access the curriculum, they require the basic skills of reading, writing and oracy. Thankfully, the majority of pupils achieve well at the end of the key stages. There are, however, a small proportion of pupils who underachieve as a direct result of their poor literacy skills. It comes as no surprise to educationalists and teachers alike that, although literacy is an issue for both girls and boys, it is boys who appear to struggle the most. As we know, the issues in differences between boys’ and girls’ attainment is broadly consistent across the developed world. As the Estyn publication, ‘Closing the gap between boys’ and girls’ attainment in schools’ (2008) states,

              “ The most crucial factor in explaining the difficulty that some boys have in coping with the demands of learning and teaching in school is that fewer boys than girls acquire the levels of literacy needed to succeed. This is especially the case in relation to writing, and, to a lesser extent, to reading. Literacy is critical for the educational success in school.”

There are a variety of reasons why girls often outperform boys: research suggests that underachievement in boys can be linked to gender, socio-economic circumstances and ethnicity. Whatever the causes for poor literacy skills and underachievement at school, the facts about boys are hard-hitting.

Giving a Helping Hand
It would appear then that quite a large proportion of boys (and also of some girls) need all the help and encouragement they can get in the classroom. As classroom practitioners, we need to ask ourselves whether what we are giving our pupils is actually what they need. Or rather, are we reaching them in the best way that fits the way they learn?


Tackling Literacy in your Lessons

From a pupil’s perspective, there have to be consistent approaches towards literacy across the college as the difficulties pupils face affect progress in all subject areas, not just those that are language-based. Pupils need as much help and support as possible in this area. As well as a subject teacher you are, believe it or not, a teacher of literacy. This may seem rather a daunting prospect, but with a clear approach towards literacy across the college, pupils may become accustomed to all staff having high expectations in terms of written and oral work. Here are some guidelines for you to help you approach the issue of literacy within your classroom.


Have Fun

One of the most important things to remember in terms of improving pupils’ literacy is that pupils love communicating, both with each other and you. They relish the opportunity to express themselves and you, as a teacher of literacy, are providing pupils with the skills to do so. What better way to give them the best start in life? Show them how best to express themselves and give them the self-confidence to be articulate and successful individuals. Who knows, you may even have fun doing so!                                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                                                                                                       R. Leyshon
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Boys respond best when:





Work is assigned in bite sized, digestible pieces and is time limited;


Lessons are broken down into a variety of activities that include more ‘active’ learning approaches, such as drama, investigation, research or the use of IT;


The work seems relevant to them – that is when it has a purpose they can understand;


Lessons are delivered in a brisk, well-paced format, with an obvious direction, so that they can tell progress is occurring;


The work involves an element of competition;


Time is allowed for review and reflection following the lesson or assignment;


An analysis of the ‘concrete’ aspects of a text precedes an analysis of one’s emotional response to it;


They receive regular, positive feedback.





Wilson, 2003
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In general boys do not behave as well as girls in school. They are more easily distracted, more prone to show of and less likely to follow instructions...Boys make up almost 80% of pupils excluded from school with the most extreme types of behaviour. A large majority of pupils in PRUs are boys


Seventy per cent of pupils with identified SEN are boys;


Boys are more likely than girls to attend special schools;


Boys are nine times as likely as girls to be identified as having behavioural, emotional and social difficulty (BESD).





Taken from, ‘Closing the gap between boys’ and girls’ attainment in schools’ (2008).





How to Approach Literacy in Your Classroom





Insist on high standards of presentation in pupils’ work. The college presentation rules should be visible to pupils at all times and placed in a prominent position in your room. Rules should be referred to frequently when giving oral and written feedback to pupils;


Encourage pupils to proof-read work carefully to check for errors before handing in and occasionally encourage pupils to proof-read others’ work to identify obvious errors, .i.e. spelling, sentence structure or punctuation;


Give pupils frequent opportunities to read and in a variety of ways. For example, independently, in pairs in groups, aloud and silently. Silent, sustained reading (SSR) is an important part of successful  literacy programmes at secondary level;


Expose pupils top a variety of different types of texts, e.g. fiction, factual, informative, imaginative, autobiographical and so on to discuss the differences between them;


Provide pupils with key words for the lesson when you go through the lesson aims and objectives and make sure that pupils have a clear understanding of what words mean;


Encourage the use of dictionaries and thesauruses in the lesson and give pupils the opportunity to speculate on the meaning of a word if they don’t understand it. Use pupil know-how and ensure that weaker pupils are paired up with stronger pupils when tackling challenging texts;


Provide pupils with the writing frameworks as much as possible, but also allow for experimentation for more able pupils. Often, more literate pupils want to produce their own responses to texts and do not wish to be restricted by rigid writing frameworks. The key is to accommodate the learning needs of the individual;


Let pupils talk. Evidence now supports the importance of oral language as a foundation, and as an ongoing support, to the development of reading and writing skills. Pupils will talk anyway, regardless of whether you want them to or not! So why not incorporate this into your lesson planning and channel that desire to interact with each other?








