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			Kathrine Mortimore is a lead practitioner for English at Torquay Academy in Devon. She has a particular interest in tackling social inequalities through education and blogs about practical ways to do this at kathrinemortimore.wordpress.com.

			In 2012, Kathrine gained a master’s degree in advanced subject teaching from the University of Cambridge, where she researched how to narrow the attainment gap. She has used this research to inform whole-school improvement projects ever since.

			Kathrine can be found on Twitter at @kathrine_28
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			Literacy matters

			You will find very few teachers, if any, who dispute the importance of every student being able to read and write with skill and fluency. Literacy matters to life chances and to school success. And yet, crucially, many teachers of science, or geography, or history, or business studies, or art, and even English, can lack the confidence to address literacy barriers and to best manage students’ needs in their subject domain.

			The ways in which we talk, read and write in each academic discipline are well-known by teachers in secondary schools, but the nuanced subject-specific strategies to explicitly teach talk, reading and writing in each discipline too often go untaught and can prove commonly misunderstood. Whole-school literacy sessions share issues and strategies with the very best of intentions, but then teachers return to their classroom and can struggle to marry these generalised approaches to the highly specific ways that you read a maths problem, or write a scientific report, or read a poem, in their subject discipline.

			Literacy matters but, too often, how we approach literacy runs aground because it is not adequately tailored to the demands of the academic subject.

			So, what are we to do? It is not a matter of ignoring decades of effort and research, or throwing the proverbial literacy baby out with the bathwater. It is a case of carefully recalibrating our approach to literacy. By focusing on ‘disciplinary literacy’, we offer teachers a crucial bridge between general knowledge of literacy and the practical implications for thinking, reading, writing and talking like a subject expert in history, biology or mathematics.

			Disciplinary literacy matters because it offers the subtle and vital knowledge that subject teachers need to adapt their practice. It meets teachers where they are. It combines the disciplinary knowing with the doing.

			That is not to say this hasn’t been tried before, or that it proves easy work. Despite lots of accessible research evidence attending disciplinary literacy, too often teachers struggle to apply that research in practical terms to their work in the classroom. Happily, Kathrine Mortimore has produced a teacher-friendly account of disciplinary literacy that is stuffed full of useful worked examples and subject-specific perspectives to help teachers transform their work.

			Disciplinary literacy matters. And it matters to every teacher and pupil. Indeed, success in each and every classroom depends upon it.

			Alex Quigley, author of Closing the Vocabulary Gap and Closing the Reading Gap
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			To Justin – thank you for being the spark.

			For Annelise and Xanthe.

			‘For to all those who have, more will be given, and they will have abundance; but for those who have nothing even what they have will be taken away’ Matthew 25:29
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			When you have been a teacher for a number of years, becoming a student again is a humbling experience. This is particularly true when one of your teachers is Geoff Barton, the former head who is now general secretary of the Association of School and College Leaders. Back in 2012, I was fortunate enough to sit in a classroom and listen to him talk about a topic that was gaining increasing national focus and attention: educational attainment inequality, its causes and, more importantly, what could be done about it. Literacy was at the heart of this challenge. His book Don’t Call it Literacy!1 was an important and practical guide to the whole school community working together to ensure that young people had the tools necessary to access the curriculum.

			Geoff’s lecture stayed with me and I made the focus of my dissertation research for my master’s degree this fundamental question of educational inequality. I was fascinated by the idea of the ‘Matthew effect’, the term coined by Robert K Merton to refer to the cumulative advantage gained by more senior scientists, and then appropriated by Keith E Stanovich within his research into reading ability. In a similar vein to the theory put forward by ED Hirsch Jr,2 Stanovich3 referred to the compounding nature of disadvantage within the school environment. He argued that an attainment gap in literacy is likely to equate to an attainment gap across the board, with the ‘word rich’ getting richer and the ‘word poor’ becoming poorer. It has been encouraging to see how this research has become deeply ingrained in the educational landscape over the past decade, with schools devoting more and more focus and energy to tackling educational inequality and this phenomenon of cumulative disadvantage.

			Despite this focus and energy, however, educational inequalities still pervade our schools, with outcomes for disadvantaged students continuing to fall behind the rest of the school community. There are many issues surrounding the definition of ‘disadvantaged’ – it remains a controversial term that is not always helpful in identifying those young people in greatest need. Although schools understandably place emphasis on this headline measure, it makes more sense to carry out a detailed analysis of the individual needs of all children within a school setting (discussed in greater detail in chapters 16 and 17), alongside deploying those teaching methods likely to have the greatest impact on learning (discussed further in chapter 1).

			So, although this book has ‘literacy’ within the title, I am not going to lecture all teachers that they must endlessly check their students’ spelling, punctuation and grammar. I am not going to implore all teachers to shoehorn the reading of complex texts into every lesson, or ask them to make sure that extended writing features frequently when the central focus is actually for students to develop their skill and competence in catering, construction or composing music.

			Instead, I am going to approach disciplinary literacy according to what decades of research shows us good teaching looks like within each subject. I am going to set out the ways in which those students who are most behind academically, as a result of their literacy skills, can be brought forward by every teacher in the school community. It is my firm belief that when a child begins secondary school with below age-related reading ability, we can work together to equip them with the literacy skills they need in order to attain vital qualifications and become fully functioning members of society.

			Alongside this, I will address the perennial conflict within secondary schools between literacy leaders and teachers of subjects from which students are extracted in order to participate in literacy interventions. Although educationalists agree that literacy is important, it is often seen as a skill prioritised at the expense of all else; some teachers feel their subjects have been squeezed out of the curriculum in favour of an ‘obsession’ with English. Add to this the prioritisation of maths and subsequent numeracy interventions and it is no wonder that many teachers resent the disruption to their lessons for something that is already prioritised. The problem is that these skills are not always prioritised effectively. Interventions can become disruptive to the teacher who is attempting to deliver an already squeezed curriculum, and to the student who feels cheated out of taking part in subjects they feel they can be successful in.

			This book offers ways to resolve this conflict by reducing the need for intervention altogether. Although some children will need specific one-to-one phonics instruction, for example, literacy skills can and should be developed throughout their curriculum experience. This does not look the same in every subject. In fact, many whole-school approaches to literacy are unhelpful in achieving this aim, as teachers are devoting lesson time to activities they know are not fundamentally useful for improving children’s literacy skills or their competence within the particular subject. I will set out ways to empower teachers to get on with doing what works within their subject, in a manner that will facilitate a child’s success across the curriculum.
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			Notes:

		
				
					1.	Barton, G. (2012) Don’t Call it Literacy! What every teacher needs to know about speaking, listening, reading and writing, Routledge

				

				
					2.	Hirsch Jr, ED. (1996) The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them, Doubleday

				

				
					3.	Stanovich, KE. (1986) ‘Matthew effects in reading: some consequences of individual differences in the acquisition of literacy’, Reading Research Quarterly, 21:4, pp.360-407

				

			

		

	
		
			Part I

			How all teachers can be teachers of literacy
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