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Introduction
Welcome, reader! I’m John Richmond. From 1974 until 1992 I worked
in English teaching in the United Kingdom, first as a classroom teacher
in secondary schools in London, and then as an adviser and supporter
of teachers.
From 1992 until 2011 I worked in educational
broadcasting, first at Channel 4, then at Teachers TV, then (briefly) at
Teaching Channel in the USA.
From the mid-1970s until the
mid-1990s, alone or in collaboration with others, I wrote or edited or
contributed to books and articles about English teaching and the role of
language in the school curriculum. I frequently gave talks on these
topics. In 2012, I felt the desire to reassemble some of this scattered
material in one place. This is that place.
Let me also direct you to two other places. First, I have a website
containing my poetry and personal prose: www.myproperlife.com.
Chapter 3 of the autobiographical memoir there, ‘My Life in Prose’, is
called English Teacher1. It lays out what I might, perhaps too grandly,
call a philosophy of effective pedagogy; it’s my attempt to describe, in
the broadest terms, the principles of good teaching.
Secondly, one of the publications I’m most proud of is Becoming our
own Experts, a collection of papers recording the work of a group of
teachers, of whom I was one, who studied language and learning in our
own classrooms at Vauxhall Manor School, south London, between
1974 and 1979. I contributed to the collection and, with Stephen Eyers,
edited the book. Since 2012, the book has had a new life on the internet
at www.becomingourownexperts.org. Please take a look.
The collection here is of shorter pieces.
I’ve grouped them
thematically. They cover the major topics with which I was concerned,
as a classroom teacher and then in my advisory and curriculumdevelopment work: the teaching of writing, the early teaching of
reading, the use of pupil talk in learning, knowledge about language,
language diversity and the demands of the school, language and
learning across the curriculum, the structure and content of the
1
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secondary English curriculum, the introduction of the National
Curriculum for English. Two disclaimers. First, the collection makes
no claim to cover or even touch on all the important areas in language
education and English teaching. These pieces simply reflect the topics I
happened to write or talk about at the time. Secondly, there is no
avoiding the fact that sometimes I say the same or similar things,
whether in different ways or in exactly the same way, in different places
in the same chapter or in different chapters. I could have removed the
repetitions, but that would have made the collection untrue to what the
individual pieces originally were: writings and talks composed,
published or given at different times for different audiences and
readerships. So I’ve let most of the repetitions stand. If any reader is
kind enough to read all the way through a chapter or even to read the
whole website, I suggest some speed-reading when repetitions come
along.
Over the two decades during which I wrote almost all of the pieces, or
gave their substance as talks, the ‘spirit of the times’ changed. At the
beginning, in the circles in which I moved, the spirit was one of excited
optimism. My colleagues and I, all of us working in demanding urban
schools, shared a common political perspective (in the broadest and
best sense of the word ‘political’): we were determined to make the
curriculum more relevant to children’s lives; classrooms would be
places where children’s own experience would be valued and made a
part of that curriculum; children’s spoken language would be
encouraged as a mode of learning; both talk and writing would be
practised in a rich diversity of forms; we would show our students
literature which previous generations of teachers had thought them too
stupid to understand; under our guidance, children would become
makers and shapers of language, and therefore of their lives. The
purpose was always to raise standards, to include the traditional English
teacher’s concerns about correctness in writing and about teaching a
canon of literature within a new excitement in broadening and
diversifying students’ experience and mastery of language, in particular
making sure that working-class and black and ethnic-minority children,
who constituted the overwhelming majority of those whom I and most
of my colleagues taught, were given the opportunity to share in that
experience and gain that mastery.
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The major institutional obstacle to the realisation of such a vision of
English teaching in secondary schools was the examination system. So
we set about trying to change examinations, so that spoken as well as
written language was assessed, a wider range of texts was studied, and
children produced a far greater diversity of kinds of writing than
previously.
In 1989, the Thatcher government introduced a National Curriculum. I
supported and support this reform in principle, on the grounds of
equality of entitlement of all children to the same range of experience
and knowledge. Those of our way of thinking chosen to be members of
drafting committees, or who worked informally with committee
members who then took drafts to the committees, did our best to see to
it that the National Curriculum for English manifested at least
something of the vision I’ve described. This work needed stamina and
some cunning, for the Thatcher government’s vision of a National
Curriculum for the subject English was, from the outset, the opposite of
ours. It wished to impose on the country a version of English teaching
based on the sentimental public-school or grammar-school memories of
some ministers and their advisers, in which – to caricature only slightly
– rows of silent-until-spoken-to children would be shown the mysteries
and beauties of a small number of pieces of great literature, would write
neat essays on subjects such as ‘A Day in the Life of a Penny’ or
‘Travel Broadens the Mind’, would learn how to parse a sentence
according to a Latinate model of grammar (a model discredited for the
analysis of living languages by the most influential contemporary
linguists), and would confine their use of continuous spoken language
to formal debates on propositions such as ‘This House would Welcome
the Return of Capital Punishment’.
This contrast of visions caused me rapidly to realise what a political
arena (in the meaner and narrower sense of the word ‘political’) English
teaching had become. I had for 15 years been expending my energies,
as had scores and hundreds of like-minded colleagues, trying to
produce more success in English classrooms across the country by
applying and promoting methods which would work for the majority of
the nation’s children: methods which were in some respects extensions
of, and in other respects sharply different from, the methods which had
for the previous century served the minority of children well enough
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and lamentably failed the majority. We were hauling the majority away
from the state of affairs which had prevailed until the early 1960s, when
eight out of 10 children left school with no paper qualification
whatever. What could be more admirable than that? Who would not
recognise the worth of that endeavour, whatever their political
allegiance?
My naïveté was short-lived. Effective English teaching is in fact a
whole, complex set of practices which, when I was a classroom teacher,
included: the good sense to say nothing, to draw no lessons, as a child
wept gently in the corner of the room when I read aloud how Billy
Casper discovered his hawk, dead, towards the end of Barry Hines’s
novel Kes; and the skill of showing children how to punctuate speech in
written stories. Despite this fact, it was convenient for the Thatcher
government, its advisers and its supporters in the right-wing
newspapers, to invent for the public a fictional image of my friends and
me as a kind of fifth column, an enemy within, a group whose secret
mission was to use the classroom to promote leftist ideologies, and who
were in the process bringing about a catastrophic decline in standards of
language, literacy, culture and even manners in the young. By a curious
twist of political language, the phrase it coined to deride us was ‘the
educational establishment’.
But the difficulty for any government wishing to bring about change in
as detailed an area as the curriculum of a school subject is that it is
obliged in the end to rely on the knowledge and experience of those
who are actually expert in that area. The great majority of those
actually expert in the area of language, literacy and English teaching
knew that the Thatcher government’s regretfully retrospective vision for
the nation’s classrooms was unworkable. Advanced democracies need
populations of broadly informed, enquiring, confidently literate
citizens, and need particularly to pay attention to the educational
achievement of the children of its socio-economically poorer families.
To the not insignificant extent that the teaching of English can help to
supply that need, I am sure that the vision which I embraced in my
early years in the profession still holds good. It’s a vision, more
importantly, which also still holds good in thousands of schools
throughout the United Kingdom, despite reverses which the use of
power for reactionary or misconceived purposes in Conservative,
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Labour and now Conservative-led administrations since then has
sometimes brought about in some aspects of the curriculum and the
examinations system, especially as regards the teaching of English.
As I write, a government is in office in the UK whose education
ministers, following the example of so many of their predecessors,
seem ignorant of the truth about how children acquire effective
competence in English. One might argue that it’s unreasonable to
expect politicians to have knowledge in detail of the professional area
they govern; it’s their job to make broad policy decisions, not to get into
arguments about the specifics of pedagogy or curriculum organisation.
Indeed; and that is where the trouble is, because these ministers are
actively dismissive of the hard-won and complex professional
knowledge teachers bring to bear to enable children’s competence in
English to develop. They prefer a cheap populism, easy to sell via a
press much of which is only too willing to peddle the lie that everything
was better at some time in the past when old-fashioned standards were
upheld and ‘traditional methods’ employed. Ministers, we hear, would
like more ‘formal’ essay-writing, more dictation and more
comprehension exercises. They are obsessed, as were most ministers in
the previous Labour administration, with one and one only approach to
the early teaching of reading. They would like Treasure Island once
more to be widely read. These are postures, not serious positions.
They are struck to attract the applause of the anxious and uninformed.
Meanwhile, the Secretary of State’s proposals, announced in September
2012, to replace the General Certificate of Secondary Education with an
‘English Baccalaureate’, initially in the core subjects English,
mathematics and science, were couched in language which strongly
suggested that the GCSE examination has, in itself, been responsible for
a long-term decline in standards. Phrases like ‘grade inflation’ and ‘a
race to the bottom’ (as between competing examination boards) have
been freely bandied about without any evidential or statistical
justification. The purpose has been to suggest that the rising standards
recorded in examinations taken by students at ages 16 and 18 over
many years now (until this summer when, in controversial
circumstances, it became significantly more difficult to gain a grade C
in English at GCSE than it had been the previous January) have been
illusory, not real.
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If one were to be pessimistic, one might say that we are stuck where we
were a generation ago: at a stalemate between those with the knowledge
but not the power and those with the power but not the knowledge. I’m
not as gloomy as that, because experience has taught me that, in any
great struggle of ideas (and the relationship between government and
the profession of English teachers has for many years now, alas, been
more of a wasteful struggle than a productive partnership) there is
always the official story and the unofficial story. The official story I
have just outlined. The unofficial and true story is that most teachers
continue, year by year, to educate more and more children and young
people to higher and higher standards, and that they achieve this
because of their continuing efforts – efforts aided by those who advise
and support them – to understand how best to teach. (One has to deal in
generalisations here, I know; I’m well aware that, amongst the tens of
thousands of schools in the United Kingdom, there are still some which,
bluntly, are failing their children. The summary of Ofsted inspection
findings on the teaching of English, Moving English Forward,
published in 20122 , gives one perspective, both ‘official’ and
independent, on where the teaching of English is now and how it could
be improved.) With that qualification, I maintain the assertion that,
overall, the bar has not been lowered; the continuing advances in
teachers’ intellectual understanding and practical expertise have enabled
more students to clear the bar.
Because my work from 1992 took me into other fields, I have written
almost nothing on English teaching and language education since the
mid-1990s (although there are a couple of new pieces here, written in
the course of preparing this website). I hope that some of what I wrote
during that previous 20-year period will nonetheless be useful, most
importantly for today’s classroom teachers, but also for everyone
striving to maintain some sort of historical memory of the progress we
made and the struggles we engaged in. If anything which follows gives
a few readers some ideas with which to sustain and develop their
contribution to the unofficial story, I shall be satisfied.

2
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Postscript 2019
That introduction was written in November 2012. At that point, as I
suggest in the last paragraph, I wasn’t sure that I would have much
more to say about English teaching and the role of language in
learning, having used my energies elsewhere for 20 years. However,
from 2013 onwards I have found myself drawn back to my earlier areas
of interest, particularly since my criticisms of government policy on
curriculum and assessment in English, as set out in the introduction,
have only intensified. Hence the addition of a new, ninth chapter at the
end of the site, entitled ‘Writings 2013 to 2019’.
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Chapter One

The Teaching of Writing
This section contains some pieces I wrote about the teaching of writing
in schools. First, here is the text of a talk which, with variations, I often
gave to groups of teachers. The variations depended on the particular
audience, which was sometimes of secondary English teachers,
sometimes of teachers of a range of subjects in a secondary school, and
sometimes of teachers in primary schools.

What do we Need to Know and Do as
Teachers of Writing?
There are two main starting points for what I have to say about the
teaching of writing. The first is a recognition of the fact that the
production of writing remains, and seems likely to remain, a hugely
important and immensely time-consuming part of a child’s schooling.
There are negative as well as positive reasons for this. Negatively,
there’s no doubt that a close relationship exists between writing and
control in classrooms. All of us, I’m sure, have sometimes used a
writing task which privately we know has little or no educational value
as a way of controlling the behaviour of a group of noisy or difficult
children. We can all be forgiven for having had occasional recourse to
such an expedient. But if the occasional expedient becomes a regular
assumption, and writing comes to be associated in children’s minds as a
dreary duty or a mild form of punishment, then something is badly
wrong.
Let’s turn the thing over and look at it positively, and say that writing is,
for some people, an enjoyable and fulfilling activity, though one that
causes considerable amounts of pain and frustration too; and that those
of us who regard ourselves as writers, who believe in writing if you
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like, would like more people, and particularly our pupils, to experience
the enjoyment and fulfilment that writing offers.
There’s certainly no evidence that writing is on the wane in our society.
Books, magazines, newspapers, journals, pamphlets continue to pour
forth in immense quantity. If it was true 300 years ago that someone
with a good library and the leisure and money to use it and to add
regularly to it could know more or less everything that there was to
know, it is now true that to keep up with developments even in one subbranch of the total output of writing, whether it be sociolinguistics or
cookery books or detective fiction, is beyond most of us. The new
computer technology, which some people thought might make writing
obsolete for many purposes, seems to me to rely very heavily on the
written word. On every computer that I’ve seen so far, the most
prominent feature is the typewriter console.

Two Sharply Divided Camps
My second starting point is to do with the history of the debate amongst
teachers, and English teachers in particular, about how best to help their
children to write better. My first experience of that debate, in the
middle ’70s, was the sight of two sharply divided camps of people, both
of whom had an unfortunate tendency to claim a monopoly of truth for
their opinion. One group insisted that there had been a loss of nerve
and a dereliction of duty on the part of the other group, and that a return
to the basic groundwork of grammar drills, spelling exercises and
handwriting practice was urgently needed. The other group was sure
that the methods of the first group had been tried and found wanting,
and that the important priority was to provide an environment in which
children were stimulated and encouraged to write from their own
experience. The one group was doggedly pessimistic, the other group
determinedly optimistic – children’s writing would develop and
improve, they said, given the right learning environment. I instantly
joined the optimistic group.
I won’t go into any more detail about that debate. It’s one that many of
us have encountered and taken sides in. An important moment for me
was the recognition that the dispute, in spite of the good historical
reasons why it had arisen, had got to the point of sterility. There was
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not much more to be learned so long as people kept religiously claiming
the rightness of their cause, and sneering at the opposition. And the
more I thought about it, the more I realised that the written language
has characteristics which require an understanding broader and more
eclectic than either the orthodoxy which I had joined or the orthodoxy
which I had rejected. Let me name two of those characteristics.

The Written Language: Profoundly Creative…
The written language, like the spoken language, is a profoundly creative
affair.
People every day compose and write down sentences,
paragraphs, whole texts, which have never been written down before.
Written language is creative too in the sense that it enables us to fix in
the world, to make concrete, ideas, feelings and opinions which we
were uncertain of, or didn’t even know we had, until we wrote them
down. W.H. Auden sums it up best with his marvellous rhetorical
question: ‘How do I know what I think until I see what I say?’ In these
circumstances, any attempt to reduce the teaching of writing to the
learning in advance of a set of formulae which can then be permutated
endlessly to produce the real thing is bound to fail. If anything, the
opposite would be truer: young writers have an overall intention to
write something, whether of their own free will or because the teacher
has told them to, and in the course of fulfilling that overall intention
they encounter the thousand details and demands of actually making
marks sensibly on paper. Once very young children have learned the
physical act of writing – and I’m quite prepared to admit that the early
learning of writing will involve a good deal of imitation of models
provided, directly or indirectly, by the teacher – then their development
as writers, which of course depends crucially on their development as
talkers, happens by using writing in contexts which make sense to
them, and by constant exposure to other people’s writing in the form of
reading. The teacher’s job with the developing writer is to provide
contexts which call forth increasing powers of utterance.

…and Profoundly Structural
But it’s equally true that the written language, like the spoken language,
is a profoundly structured affair. (The structures of speech and writing
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are different in some respects; that’s a question we could go into
another time.) Whether you’re listening to me speaking, or reading me
writing, you know that if rules the and structures the of language
written decide I break to, you’re going to have difficulty understanding
what I mean. And beyond the level of the sentence, you don’t expect a
leading article in The Times to be written in the style of a teenage music
magazine, or a report on a football match suddenly to turn into a
general lament about the ills of contemporary society. Language may
be creative, but it’s not anarchic, and it depends on an enormous
amount of consensus between writer and reader, as between talker and
listener, about conventions of form and meaning. If we accept both the
profoundly structured nature of writing and its rolling, unpredictable
creativity, we may be in a better position to understand it and, from
there, to help our pupils with it.
Writing is a craft as well as an art. The difference between a craft and
an art is that the good craftsperson always knows what he or she is
doing, whereas the good artist frequently does not. In reality, most
constructive activities have both craft and art about them: you’re
working confidently, pleasurably within yourself, using skills you know
you have; you’re also daring, pushing open doors to as yet unexplored
rooms, frightening the first time, less frightening the next. In writing,
craft and art are tangled together in the process, and writers make both
sorts of decisions – they make calculations and they take gambles – all
the time. Just as it is important not to see calculation and gamble, craft
and art, as unfriendly opposites, so it is important not to see them as
hierarchically related either, with craft the poor relation and art the
exalted muse. At the most accomplished level, the poet takes no less
pleasure in the formal qualities of a poem than in its meaning, or mood,
or intensity of feeling. At the level with which we are frequently
concerned, pupils who see that they have learned to punctuate, or to
handle a complex sentence, or simply to write a page which looks nice,
may gain as much from their sense of that achievement as from the
pleasure of having authentically expressed a strong personal feeling on
paper.
What I’m saying, in other words, is that when children develop as
writers, their development happens most effectively on a broad front, in
several areas at once, and development in one area is often also
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supportive of development in another. On the other hand, children
sometimes identify priorities for themselves for the time being, which
become temporarily more important than anything else. The priority in
question may be anything from neat handwriting to managing a
balanced argument in a piece of discursive prose. Teachers also, and
often, set priorities for their pupils. We need to be careful that the
priorities we set reflect, over time, the broad front of competences and
skills a writer needs, and are not just a narrow reflection of our own
anxieties and preoccupations.

Four Answers to the Question
So much for preamble. I’m now going to attempt some straight
answers to the question which is the title of this talk: what do we need
to know and do as teachers of writing? Before I do so, let me warn
you that my answers – there are four of them – are neither discrete nor
watertight. I couldn’t find a way of stopping the content of one answer
sometimes overlapping with or referring back or forward to the content
of another. You may say that I haven’t designed an elegant enough
model. That may be true, and maybe I shall do better in future. In the
meantime, I’ve consoled myself with the thought that my answers,
overlapping and cross-referring as they sometimes do, are like the
activity of writing itself, which is neither learned nor practised by being
chopped up into categories, although it’s helpful, indeed essential, to
construct categories when we’re discussing it.
My first answer to the question is: recognise the complexity of what
we’re asking when we ask children to write. Take a look the first
sheet of the set I’ve given you [see page 14]. It’s called ‘A Piece of
Writing’.
It’s an attempt to group and present as many of ‘the broad front of
competences and skills’ on which a learning writer may be advancing
(or not advancing) as I could think of. It’s important to say that the
categories contained within those boxes are not chronological in order
of acquisition, nor (to go back to our craft and art distinction)
hierarchical in order of importance. A six-year-old, for instance, may
be learning to write fairy stories. He or she has accumulated a
sufficient stock of fairy stories and fables, has understood some of the
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Commitment to the task

Presentation and layout

•

Is the piece carried
through and finished?

•

Is handwriting clear, or
even legible?

•

How even is it in terms
of care and quality?

•

•

Was more than one draft
written?

What awareness does
the writer have of the
conventions of layout of
different forms of writing?

A sense of form and
style
•

Understanding of
structural conventions of
story, play, factual or
discursive essay, poem,
science experiment
report…

•

Originality, or lack of it:
avoidance of, or
dependence on, stock
plots or situations (’I
woke up and it was all a
dream.’), stereotyped
characters

•

Manipulation of mood
and emotion in
imaginative writing: a
feeling for the poetic, the
startling, the rhetorical

•

Logical and persuasive
presentation of
argument, opinion,
polemic

•

Appropriateness and
elegance of vocabulary

The writer’s awareness
of the reader
•

Does the piece ever
address the reader,
implicitly or explicitly?

•

Is the writer writing for a
particular audience? Is
that audience anyone
other than the teacher?

†

Control within a
sentence
•

Errors, miscues and
confusions: how often
and what sort?†

•

Variety of sentence
lengths

•

Variety of sentence
introductions

•

Handling of complex
sentences: how many
clauses? what is their
grammatical relationship
to each other?

Control of the
relationships between
sentences

A Piece
of Writing

Information
•

What is the piece telling
us? Is it doing its job?
How fully, how
accurately?

•

How sophisticated is the
writer’s control of tense
and of time in a
narrative?

•

Narrative stability, or
instability, of person:
does ‘he’ or ‘she’
suddenly become ‘I’ in
about the third
paragraph?

•

What relationships
between sentences can
the writer handle? e.g.
temporal-sequential –
‘And then… And then…
Next day…’; causal –
‘She would not speak to
him. This made him very
unhappy.’; concessive –
‘Some people say caning
makes children behave.
But I think…’; rhetorical –
‘His heart began to beat
faster. The palms of his
hands were damp. His
fingers twitched.’

See the sheet called ‘EMCs – Errors, Miscues and Confusions’ [page 16]
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conventions of the genre sufficiently well, to attempt to write one of his
or her own. Now it may be, in fact it is very likely, that the six-yearold’s handwriting is at a very early stage of development, that sentences
are simple rather than complex, that the six-year-old makes frequent
spelling errors, and that there are some errors the six-year-old doesn’t
make because he or she hasn’t even got to the stage of attempting the
constructions within such errors might be made. But the six-year-old is
still writing a fairy story, and as such is attempting to handle that
difficult quality called genre. So it isn’t a case of building blocks of
words going to make sentences going to make paragraphs going to
make whole texts, and the process happening sequentially over time.
Nor is this the case when an 11-year-old writes up the report of a
science experiment or a 16-year-old discusses a scene from Romeo and
Juliet. The categories that we isolate in order to see more clearly – and
to help the writer to see more clearly – what is happening in a piece of
writing are not the categories that the writer perceives in doing a piece
of writing.
With that qualification in mind, let’s look at the boxes in the diagram.
When we ask a child to do a piece of writing, we are asking him or her
to manipulate a pen or pencil, to order words in groups so that they
make grammatical sense, to observe the conventions of the English
spelling and punctuation systems, to maintain what linguists call
cohesion within a piece of writing, so that it holds together overall as a
vehicle of meaning rather than being merely a sequence of discrete and
unconnected sentences, to be aware of conventions of genre while also
being aware that those conventions are open to challenge and change, to
keep in mind the person or people for whom the piece is being written,
to perform the task requested or required, and to maintain the necessary
stamina to see the job through. That’s quite a list of demands; and the
demands must be met simultaneously.
Having some sort of
categorisation like this of the simultaneous tasks a writer undertakes –
and please improve on my effort; I’m not engaging in false modesty
when I say that I’m sure you can – will help you as the teacher, the
intervener in the child’s writing, to be more selective about what you
say or write by way of intervention and response. And a version for
pupils of your categorisation, simplified according to their age and
stage of development, will help them to see what they’ve done more
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EMCs — Errors, Miscues and Confusions
The EMC which is a slip of
the pen, a mis-take: e.g.
‘While Muhammed was
with his uncle he looked
after his uncle he looked
after his uncle sheep.’ The
mis-take happens most
often when the brain is
composing some way
ahead of the pen.

The EMC which is
evidence of insufficient
experience of the
conventions of the written
language: e.g.
‘Muhammed was a good
boy he didn’t cause…’

The EMC which is
evidence of learning, of
trying out a more
advanced tool than has
been tried before, of taking
a risk: e.g. ‘They were in
Italy; she was 30 years old;
her first child John was five
years old;’ (end of
sentence)

An EMC may occur for any of the above three reasons,
or for more than one reason at once
Some of the most frequent EMCs to occur in the work of a developing writer:
1.

Incorrect marking of sentences

2.

Misspellings

3.

Uncertain control of tense

4.

Syntactic derailment – the sentence doesn’t hold together grammatically

5.

Incorrect marking of speech in a narrative

6.

Omission or duplication of words or phrases

7.

Omission or redundant use of commas

8.

Omission or redundant use of apostrophes

9.

Omission or redundant use of capitals in mid-sentence

10. Omission of question marks
11. Splitting a word: ‘neighbour hood’; or shunting together a phrase: ‘afterall’
12. Confusion over similar- or identical-sounding very common words: ‘there’/’their’,
‘when’/’went’, ‘were’/’where’
13. Uncertainty about singular/plural, particularly when a word has an irregular plural
form: ‘woman’/’women’
14. ….
15. ….

clearly too. It will help them to become more critical readers of their
own writing.
You’ll see that in the ‘Control within a sentence’ box in the diagram,
I’ve used the phrase ‘Errors, miscues and confusions’, and that an
asterisk points you to a sheet called ‘EMCs – Errors, Miscues and
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Confusions’. It’s the second of your set. Would you have a look at it
now [see page 16]?
You may find the phrase clumsy or long-winded. I don’t apologise for
it, because I think it’s terribly important to understand that when a
developing writer puts something down on the page which is incorrect
according to the conventions of the English writing system, that act is
not necessarily evidence of mere ignorance or carelessness. As you see,
I’ve distinguished three categories of error, miscue or confusion. The
first is a slip of the pen, a mis-take (with a hyphen), where the writer
puts something down which he or she would never say, and which he or
she would immediately recognise as incorrect in someone else’s
writing. The usual reason for these mis-takes is that the brain has been
composing some way ahead of what the pen is transcribing, and the pen
has somehow gone absent without leave from the brain’s immediate
control (though, of course, in a different sense, the brain controls
everything we do). The examples I give in the three boxes at the top of
this sheet are all from the work of a girl called Pat, the development of
whose writing I studied in detail over a period of a year. [This work is
the fourth of the papers I wrote which may be found at http://
www.becomingourownexperts.org/node/5.] The examples in the boxes
on the left and in the centre are from a factual piece that Pat wrote in a
religious education lesson; that in the box on the right is from a story
she wrote in an English lesson. The repetition of ‘he looked after his
uncle’ in the box on the left is an example of a mis-take. What should
be the teacher’s response to mis-takes such as these? Answer: to
encourage the writer to read his or her work more critically. That’s
what I did with Pat; and – to my initial amazement – nearly every time
she came across a mis-take such as this, she recognised it immediately
for what it was, and put it right.
You’ll also notice an error of a different kind in the example: the
omission of the apostrophe after ‘uncle’. I’m going to pass over the
fact that, in all probability, that error in Standard English was at least in
part due to the fact that in Jamaican Creole, the Caribbean language to
which Pat has access because of her family background, the possessive
is signalled by means other than the use of the apostrophe followed by
or (in the plural) following ‘s’. The intervention of non-standard
features in pupils’ Standard English writing is another topic for another
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time. For now, let us agree that Pat needs to learn about the use of the
apostrophe followed by or following ‘s’ to signal possession; and – to
come to the example in the middle box – that she needs help with the
marking of sentences.
The technique that I have found to work, not just with Pat but with
scores of other children, is to invite them, as with the mis-takes, to
become critical readers of their own writing, with some steerage from
me. So I say to a child whose writing I am discussing (having been
sure to give first priority to a comment on its content), ‘In this piece
there are four places where you haven’t marked the sentences correctly;
you haven’t put in the full stops and capital letters. And there are six
words you haven’t spelled correctly (which is pretty good, because
there are 50 words which you have spelled correctly). Can you find
them?’ And the remarkable thing, even when working with pupils
whose difficulties in writing were severe, was that in the great majority
of cases they could. What’s the reason for this? The reason is that
children know more about writing than they know that they know.
They have this implicit knowledge as long as they have had a
reasonably good experience as readers. Our job is to help them to turn
the implicit knowledge which they’ve got from reading and from
spoken language into explicit knowledge as they read their own writing.
In the cases where, even after a critical reading of his or her work, the
pupil has still missed something, we simply show them what the correct
form is. We teach. One day Pat said to me, ‘You know, sir, most
teachers don’t teach you to write; they just tell you to do it.’
The error in the right-hand box is of a third kind. To end that sentence
with a semi-colon after ‘old’ is of course incorrect. But Pat made that
error because she was for the first time testing the possibilities of a new
punctuation mark in her repertoire. And as we can see from her use of
the semi-colon three times in succession, she’s enjoying herself! Here,
we must be sure to praise the advance in sophistication, the widening of
repertoire, before pointing out that a sentence, however long,
employing however many semi-colons, must end in a full stop.
(Incidentally, I’ve just been reading Moby-Dick. Herman Melville’s
sentences are sometimes a page long, a feat he achieves by the repeated
use of clauses or phrases divided by semi-colons. So Pat is in good
company.)
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The work I did with Pat showed me that there was a hierarchy of
frequency of errors, miscues and confusions in her writing, with some
occurring much more often than others. When I looked at the writing
of other pupils, I found a similar thing. The league table of errors,
miscues and confusions you can see at the bottom of the EMCs sheet is
an amalgam of my findings with Pat’s writing and with the writing of
other pupils. I suggest that you take the writing of a dozen, say, of your
pupils over a period of a month, and compile your own league table of
errors, miscues and confusions. Your list might or might not be very
similar to mine, but I predict that you will find, as I did, that some
errors occur much more frequently than others. The lesson for us is
clear: we must concentrate on those errors, miscues and confusions
which are giving the most trouble at a particular stage in a writer’s
development. We have a limited amount of time and energy. Let’s
expend it on major rather than minor problems.
I’m sure you can see the implications of what I’ve been saying. Our
interventions in children’s writing need to move away from
undiscriminating marking in the absence of the writer, towards master/
mistress-with-apprentice sessions with the writer (or perhaps with a
small group of writers) in which praise and critical attention to things
that need to be improved or corrected are blended. We need to treat our
apprentice writers as people who already know quite a lot about writing
(as long as they have been reading) and whose implicit knowledge can
be called upon, can be made explicit and active as they read their
writing. And one more thing that I haven’t mentioned: try putting
pupils into pairs once a class has more or less completed a piece of
writing, and have the pairs read, comment on and improve and correct
each other’s work. If you can afford to make photocopies of the
writing, so much the better. If not, let the pupils write on each other’s
work with a pencil (which can be rubbed out later) rather than a pen.
That has been a long first answer to the question posed by the title of
the talk. My second answer will be shorter. It is: provide a variety of
contexts for writing which will produce a variety of outcomes. If
the kinds of writing children are asked to do are always within a narrow
range; if the stage within a learning activity when the teacher says,
‘Now we are going to do some writing,’ is always the same; then the
law of diminishing returns will apply, for the simplest and most human
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of reasons: variety of experience in most aspects of life is a good thing
and should be cherished; its absence reduces us.
There is no such thing as a correct or ideal list of types of and purposes
for writing. And beware of people who will tell you that different
writing genres are watertight categories whose features and qualities
can definitively be described and then taught. They’re not, and they
can’t. Genres of writing merge into and intersect with each other. The
dividing lines are smudgy, not sharp. A particular type of writing may
have more than one purpose. That said, let me suggest that the range of
types of writing which children should experience during the course of
their schooling should include imaginative writing (for example stories,
poems, playscripts), factual writing of various kinds (for example
records, reports, summaries and notes of things learned and of recent
experiences) and opinion writing (for example advocacy and
argument). These broad types of writing will achieve a variety of
purposes: for example to inform, to persuade, to narrate, to hypothesise,
to explain, to recollect. And they may be realised in a range of different
formats. A piece of advocacy may take the form of a poster campaign.
Information writing about social facilities in the local area may become
a pamphlet. Poems may be grouped into a magazine or pinned on a
bulletin board. Responses to a popular book may become letters to the
book’s author. Then, the modes of distribution of these different types
of writing, done for different purposes and expressed in different
formats, should vary too. Writing must not always and only be done in
an exercise book for the sole attention of the teacher. The reading aloud
of some writing at the end of a lesson; the use of classroom display
boards, as just mentioned in my poetry example (a time-honoured
practice, I know, but none the worse for that); the printing and
publication of writing in simple booklet form, to be distributed around
the class and around the school; more occasional and ambitious efforts
to find an audience for children’s writing outside the school gates: these
are ways of varying writing’s modes of distribution.
I know, alas, that many children have a very narrow and utterly
predictable experience of writing in school. The solution to the
problem is not difficult to envisage, though it requires imagination and
energy to put into effect. We think about and make a list of all the
kinds of and purposes for writing, all the formats in which writing
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could be realised, all the modes by which writing could be distributed,
that we can imagine legitimately asking children to engage in our
lessons. We make sure that as the months and terms of a school year go
by, we have given children experience of a good variety of types of,
purposes for, formats for and modes of distribution of their writing.
My third answer to the title’s question is: make space for natural
writers’ behaviour. ‘Natural writers’ behaviour’ does not, of course,
mean the behaviour of natural writers, whoever they may be. It means
the natural behaviour of writers.
Another way of expressing this answer is to pose another question:
what do writers really need and do? I’ve divided my answer to this
question into seven parts, and they are represented on your third sheet,
entitled ‘What We Need When We Write’ [see pages 22 and 23]. As we
go through them, you’ll see what I meant earlier by categories
overlapping with and referring back or forward to each other.
On the left of the sheet are seven Key Ideas about writing, which apply
to anybody, not just to children writing in school. They are attempts to
answer the question: what is natural behaviour for writers? In other
words: what do writers do? what do they need? To the right of the
seven Key Ideas are seven statements about what has often happened in
schools in relation to each of the Key Ideas. These statements are
intended to present a ‘worst-case’ picture. You may be affronted by
some of them, feeling that your practice is more advanced than they
suggest. Others may strike a chord of agreement in you. In either case,
a worthwhile task would be: to discuss approaches to writing which try
to resolve the dilemma produced by the gap between the Key Ideas and
the ‘What’s Wrong Now’ statements. These approaches might be a part
of your work already, or they might still be uncertain possibilities which
need clearer formulation and then trying out. In the course of this
discussion, you may find yourself planning (or revising) a policy for
writing in your school.
I hope that the contents of each of the boxes, necessarily boiled down
for space reasons, nonetheless explain themselves, and will still make
sense to you next week and next month. I want to gloss and, in some
cases, qualify the brief statements in the boxes.
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What We Need When We Write
DRAFTING
Key idea: Almost all writers need to
work on something until it’s near
enough right. Sometimes the
drafting occurs in the head,
sometimes on the page. The more
important or difficult a piece of
writing is, the more likely that it will
have to be approached several
times, with accumulating degrees of
success. Satisfaction comes from a
product that you are pleased with.

What’s Wrong Now: The majority of
writing tasks in schools are once-forall efforts: fairground shooting games
where you only have one shot. The
pressures of timetable, curriculum
content, teacher’s nervousness
about output, mean that the chance
to work on and take control of a
piece, to get the confidence resulting
from that, comes rarely. Even when
teachers are persuaded of the value
of drafting, it is hard to know how to
get beyond thinking of drafting
merely as ‘rough copy’ and ‘neat
copy’.

WRITERS AS ASSESSORS
Key idea: The development of a
critical sense, the ability to get
outside your own or someone else’s
product, to make judgements, is an
essential half of the reflexivity
between creation and criticism.
Writers need it.

What’s Wrong Now: Because
teachers are the only assessors of
pupils’ writing, the critical sense in
the pupil dies through lack of
exercise. Also, the unmitigated
obligation to create, to offer up
products for the judgement of a
superior other, means that many
young writers are constantly overexposed and vulnerable.

COLLABORATION
Key idea: The process of interaction,
conversation, mutual support and
criticism, grants orientation and
critical space to the writer, as well as
the benefit of another’s ideas. While
collaboration should never become
enforced committee meetings, and
while writers need very often to be
left to get on with the job, there are
also times when there is simply no
way forward without it.

What’s Wrong Now: Most writing in
school is done in solitary
confinement. The writer, imprisoned
with the task, seeks release in the
perfunctory, the minimum
acceptable.
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UNDERLYING ORDER
Key idea: Even when a piece of
writing seems to have gone badly
wrong, there are reasons for that
which can be discovered. What
appears at first glance to be random
and chaotic, turns out at second and
third glance to have an organisation
to it.

What’s Wrong Now: We, the
teachers, are dismayed, confused
and guilty about the superficial
failings of our pupils’ work. Out of a
sense of duty, we resort to repetitive
and negative attention to the
symptoms of technical failure, rather
than trying to comprehend causes
and patterns.

DEVELOPMENT
Key idea: All writers have come from
somewhere and are going towards
somewhere else, as long as they
keep writing. Going towards
somewhere else does not
necessarily mean somewhere good;
some developments are blind alleys
or red herrings. But writers need a
sense of personal history, of having
moved, improved, in order to sustain
their impetus.

What’s Wrong Now: Most writers in
school live in an eternal present, with
no feeling of growth. Writing is a
daily duty like teeth-cleaning, not a
long-term progress of understanding
and competence.

REAL PURPOSE, REAL AUDIENCE, REAL MODES OF
DISTRIBUTION
Key idea: Almost all writers need all
three of these. Some diarists and
mystics need only two, or even one.
For the mainstream of writers, all
three are life blood.

What’s Wrong Now: The only
purpose for most pieces of writing
done in school is that the teacher
has requested them; the only
audience is the teacher in the role of
assessor; the only mode of
distribution is one return journey from
pupil to teacher and back.

WRITERS NEED TEACHERS WHO WRITE
Key idea: Like learners of other
important human activities, writers
need to see that more experienced
people, people from whom they
learn, write too, and that they too
sometimes find it hard; to them too it
offers rewards, pains and challenges.

What’s Wrong Now: Most teachers
never write for or in front of their
pupils.

2! 3
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I’ll start at the top. What I have to say about drafting carries a health
warning that can also be applied to some of the other left-hand boxes.
To start with the positive, however: I do think it’s important to make a
major move away from the custom that children only ever have one go
at a piece of writing, which is then judged by the teacher and forgotten
about by the time the teacher issues an instruction to the pupils to do
another piece of writing. Why do I think this? Because the custom
which I’ve just described is emphatically not the natural behaviour of
writers. When we write anything more considered than a shopping list
or a note to our loved one saying that we’ve gone out for a walk, we
work on it until we’re more or less satisfied with it. The satisfaction we
derive from a product we are reasonably pleased with is the motivation
to go on and write again, write more, write better. If our memory of the
experience of writing were only of one-off attempts, abandoned rather
than finished, we would all find good excuses to do as little writing in
future as possible. So a change in the classroom culture whereby pupils
are enabled to work on a piece of writing until it’s as good as they can
make it (and – no less important – whereby they have opportunities,
with our help as necessary, to make their implicit knowledge of the
writing system explicit) is essential, even if this means, as it well may,
that the pupils produce less quantity in total.
Here comes the health warning. Any good idea can become an arid
orthodoxy if implemented too rigidly.
To encourage a culture
favourable to redrafting in the writing classroom doesn’t mean endless
complete longhand rewrites. It doesn’t mean that every piece has to go
through a certain minimum number of drafts. The right kind of
flexibility in this regard would be similar to the flexibility we offer
ourselves as mature writers: some pieces need more reworking; some
arrive at a satisfactory state more quickly. But the process of distancetaking from our own work, of becoming good critical readers of our
writing, in which the drafting process plays a crucial part, is an essential
trait of the character of the confident mature writer.
Second box down: writers as assessors. We, the teachers, should not be
the only people who read and comment on a child’s writing, because,
once again, if that is the case, we’re promoting unnatural rather than
natural writers’ behaviour. As I’ve mentioned already, children should
read and comment on each other’s writing, in whichever groupings –
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pairs, groups of three or four, occasional whole-class sessions – seem to
work best. My experience is that children are respectful of each other’s
work. They don’t imitate a caricature of the punitive teacher going
crazy with the red pen. And they learn a great deal from the need to
articulate a constructively critical response.
Third box: collaboration. Let me put the health warning in here first.
Collaboration doesn’t usually mean a group of children writing the
same one piece by committee, though there may be occasions when that
is appropriate. I fully accept that writers often need peace and quiet and
the chance to get on with something by themselves. But equally, if
writing is only ever a solitary effort, if the writer never sees his or her
piece as a contribution to a collective endeavour, we are again in a state
of unnaturalness. Think about scientific papers published in journals;
more often than not, they have two or more authors. In fact, think
about any newspaper or magazine: it’s a bringing-together of the efforts
of many contributors. We’ve all read books to which different authors
have contributed individual chapters. Think about a piece of
professional writing you and some colleagues do at school, say the
production of a policy statement of some kind: it’s a collaborative
effort. I won’t push my point further than to say that, quite often, we
should similarly ask children to undertake group tasks which involve
writing (though the tasks needn’t and shouldn’t be confined to writing),
with individuals contributing different parts to the eventual whole.
Fourth box: underlying order. I’ve said plenty about this in my first
answer to the title’s question, and I’m going to say more in my fourth.
The only thing I’ll add here is that the level at which a piece of writing
may seem to be disordered, whether to the writer or to a reader, will
change depending on the stage of development of the writer. There
may be a seeming lack of order in the overall organisation of the piece
(an opinion article which fails to marshal its argument as effectively as
it might, and falls back on unsupported assertion). There may be an
incomplete attempt at consistency within a particular genre (the critical
essay on a work of literature which after a while reverts to the simple
retelling of the story in the work). Very often, the apparent lack of
order will be most glaring to us at the level of the conventions of the
writing system. Whatever the level at which a piece of writing seems to
lack order, it’s our job to see through the apparent lack of order to the
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underlying cause of the disorder; and, very often, to recognise pattern in
error.
Fifth box: development. Writers need a longer-term perspective on
their development than that provided by a teacher’s marks on their most
recently produced piece of writing. They need a sense of their history
as writers. Later, I’m going to make a practical suggestion about how
we help them achieve this.
Sixth box: real purpose, real audience, real modes of distribution.
These are very important. I think I’ve said enough about them in the
second answer to the title’s question. If we can significantly shift a
child’s experience of writing in school away from the one purpose, one
audience and one mode of distribution which has been most children’s
experience up to now, that will be a great achievement, with significant
rewards in terms of the number of young people who leave our schools
as confident, competent and enjoying writers.
Final box: writers need teachers who write. How strange it is that,
unlike the situation in any skilled trade or artistic endeavour, we, the
masters and mistresses in the activity of writing, don’t regularly or even
occasionally show the children that we write too. If we were to begin
to write for and sometimes simultaneously with our pupils, we would
be setting an example as writers and supplying a reason for writing.
Much human activity, much of the time, is ultimately done for pleasure,
and we tend to get good at the things we like doing. If the children see
that we take pleasure in writing, the likelihood that they will decide that
writing is an activity worth undertaking for the pleasure and reward it
brings, whatever challenges and pains may be encountered along the
way, will greatly increase.
As I’ve said in the preamble to the table, the right-hand boxes present a
worst-case picture. If you feel affronted, having read the statements in
the right-hand boxes; if you think, ‘No; I do better than that,’ forgive
me. But I do believe that the right-hand boxes represent accurately the
situation as it is and as it always has been in many classrooms across
the country. The challenge for us all is to see how far we can shift the
day-to-day reality of the teaching of writing in the direction of the
natural writers’ behaviour in the left-hand boxes. I want to be really
pragmatic about this.
None of us will achieve, in the artificial
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circumstances of a school, with all the constraints of time, space and
resources that we face, anything like the ideal practice that we might
aspire to, that we know to be theoretically possible. But to make some
moves in the right direction, to help our children experience writing as
something other than the solitary production of one draft, of a kind very
similar to the previous piece produced, for the attention of only one
other person, who is likely to judge it more on its superficial failings
than its underlying strengths, and who never shows an interest in
writing himself or herself: to make some moves away from the situation
depicted in the right-hand boxes and towards that depicted in the boxes
on the left will radically change the culture of the writing classroom,
will give the children a sense that they are part of a real community of
readers and writers.
My fourth and final answer to the title’s question is: make assessments
of our children’s writing which are broad and long. Before I say
what I mean by ‘broad and long’, I want just to pause for a moment to
make a distinction between assessment and measurement. In schooling,
we all need to measure sometimes. Measurement is a requirement of
the examination and testing systems which schools conduct. But
measurement (and I leave on one side the question of how accurate or
informative measurement is) is simply a statement of where a child has
got to. Assessment, on the other hand, has the potential to be dynamic.
Using terms more familiar in this context, measurement is summative;
assessment can and should be formative.
By ‘broad assessments’ I mean interventions, whether oral or written,
whether made for the benefit or one child or a group of children, which
see a piece of writing as a whole. An essential in making a broad
assessment of a piece of writing – again, as I’ve said earlier – is that the
assessor should start by commenting on, responding to, the content of
the piece. Everything else can wait. Whether you’re a child writer
having difficulties, or an adult writer with complete fluency, the
situation is the same: you want to know what a real reader thinks about
what you have written. If a teacher, in commenting on a piece of
writing, pays little or no attention to the content, and comments only
and negatively on the failings of the piece in terms of correctness, he or
she will, over time, so discourage the writer that the latter’s voice will
begin to fail; and once that happens, it becomes increasingly difficult to
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call forth from the writer work of sufficient substance to contain even
the evidence of error which the teacher feels it his or her duty to
correct.
So start with content. But when you come to consider correctness, bear
in mind our first answer to the title’s question. We saw there that there
is pattern in error. We saw that errors, miscues and confusions, to use
my clumsy phrase again, are of different kinds. And we saw that
developing writers, at different stages of their development, make
errors in a few areas more frequently than in others. So use that more
discriminating, more selective understanding of error in helping a writer
to see what has gone wrong, and in helping him or her to put it right.
And I’m going to risk being tedious by simply repeating something I’ve
already said more than once, but which is the most important insight I
hope you might take away from this talk: developing writers, as long as
they have had a reasonably positive and varied experience of reading,
know more about writing than they know that they know. Put their
implicit knowledge to work as an explicit operation on their writing.
Don’t do it all ourselves.
To say what I mean by ‘long assessments’, let me ask you to look again
at the fifth box down on the ‘What We Need When We Write’ sheet. To
give developing writers a sense of where they’ve come from and where
they should be heading, and – equally important – to give us as their
assessors and encouragers an equivalent sense, we should institute some
sort of system whereby progress can be observed over time. To do this
orally, we could arrange to sit down with pupils, in groups of perhaps
three or four at a time, once or at the most twice a term, and look back
over their work, pointing out evidence of recent development and
discussing problems still to be overcome and new challenges to be
attempted. A useful aid to this process would be an ‘assessment folder’,
into which one piece of writing goes per half-term (or at more frequent
intervals if you like). The piece would be chosen by the child, with
guidance if necessary from the teacher, as an example of the child’s best
or most characteristic work during the period in question.
The
assessment folder would build up over the terms and years, becoming a
selective historical record of the writer’s progress.
So those are my four answers to the question ‘What do we need to
know and do as teachers of writing?’ I’ve put a lot of ideas before you,
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I know. Please don’t be discouraged by the sense that you can’t take
them all on at once. Start somewhere. Start at any place in what I’ve
been saying which strikes a chord with you, and see where it leads.
And thank you for listening and participating.

Craft and Art in Children’s Writing
I worked for four years as an advisory teacher for English in the Inner
London Education Authority. The Authority’s English Centre (now the
English and Media Centre, a not-for-profit trust) published a magazine,
The English Magazine, usually three times a year. With Alex McLeod,
who was senior lecturer in English at the University of London Institute
of Education, I wrote an article called ‘Craft and Art’, which appeared
in issue 6 of the magazine in spring 1981. The version here is slightly
revised.

Beyond Old Squabbles
Writing remains, and seems likely to remain, the dominant language
mode in education. A range of recent work has highlighted the crucial
significance of talk in classrooms, and pointed to the fact that, given
that the written language is dependent on the spoken language in the
first place, that dependence should be recognised in the many
secondary classrooms where it is still largely ignored. However, the
eventual goal of most lessons in the secondary academic curriculum is a
piece of writing. The public examination system relies almost entirely
on writing to make its judgements about children’s futures. Whatever
the rise of telecommunication and plastic tape in the world’s efforts to
communicate with itself, compete with itself and entertain itself, there
is no evidence that its output of print is abating. Writing is, actually, an
enjoyable and fulfilling activity – for some. And here are we writing
this.
Many people who would like educational issues to be simpler than they
are believe that the quality and correctness of children’s writing would
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improve dramatically if teachers, and particularly English teachers, got
back to teaching grammar or ‘the basics’, as they often say, in the first
years of secondary school, if not before that. Such people often point to
a mysterious dereliction of duty some time in the 1960s, when some
teachers somehow stopped bothering, and which has led to the malaise
of doubt and despond we are supposed to be in now. Neither the fact
that in the 1950s eight out of 10 children left school without any paper
qualification whatever, nor the steady rise in O- and A-Level passes per
16- and 18-year-old during the 1960s, nor the fact that the number of
students in higher education more than doubled between 1960 and
1970, tarnish the image of a golden age shining through the fogs of
contemporary uncertainty, an age when teachers somehow ‘got it right’.
It is a mark of the uneven distribution of knowledge in this society that
the myth persists as an uneasy groundswell in spite of the certainty of
almost all linguistic and educational researchers on this question, that
there is no connection between the preliminary teaching of formal
grammar of a pre-Chomsky variety and proficiency or correctness in
children’s writing. (See, for instance, chapter 1, section 5 of Andrew
Wilkinson’s The Foundations of Language, Oxford University Press,
1971.)
Nevertheless, the written English language is a profoundly structural
affair. It is foolish to see ‘structure’ and ‘creativity’ as unfriendly
opposites, glowering at each other from red and blue corners. They are
essential to each other, and the distinction between them is in reality
bogus. It’s the old form and content debate. That is, if we make the
distinction at all, we make it for ease of analysis, and not because the
whole reality on the page is better represented in separated parts. A
metaphor that might serve is that we take a car engine apart in order
that, when we put it back together again, it will work better. It’s not
more of an engine when it’s in parts on the garage floor than when it’s
humming under the bonnet.
Any attempt to say something useful about children’s writing in school
must start beyond old, false dichotomies, beyond squabbles over
spelling and punctuation versus personal expression. We must come
out of our camps, abandon our sects, and grow up to a position which
recognises the deep level of organisation and the rolling, unpredictable
creativity of the written language.
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The Calculation and the Gamble
Writing is a craft as well as an art. The difference between a craft and
an art is that the good craftsperson always knows what he or she is
doing, whereas the good artist frequently does not. In reality, most
constructive activities have both craft and art about them: you’re
working confidently, pleasurably within yourself, using skills you know
you have; you’re also daring, pushing open doors to as yet unexplored
rooms, frightening the first time, less frightening the next. In writing,
craft and art are tangled together in the process, and writers make both
sorts of decisions – they make calculations and they take gambles – all
the time. Just as it is important not to see calculation and gamble, craft
and art, as unfriendly opposites, so it is important not to see them as
hierarchically related either, with craft cast as Cinderella and art as
Muse. At the most accomplished level, the poet takes no less pleasure
in the formal qualities of a poem than in its meaning, or mood, or
intensity of emotion. At the level with which this article is mainly
concerned, pupils who see that they have learned to punctuate, or to
handle a sentence containing more than six words and more than one
clause, or simply to write a page which looks nice, may gain as much
from their sense of that achievement as from the pleasure of having
authentically expressed a strong personal feeling on paper.
The distinction we have been operating in the last paragraph could be
expanded into two complementary views of children writing in school,
two constellations of ideas. (But constellations in the heavens appear to
be close together and in fact are not, whereas our constellations appear
to be separate and are in fact entwined.) The emphasis on the craft of
writing leads to a focus on:
•
•
•
•
•

pre-writing (what pupils do or think before the pen hits the page);
scanning back and revision during writing;
proof-reading after writing;
discussion of writing with teacher or, less usually, friend;
second (and subsequent) drafts.

This approach tends to concentrate attention on:
•

errors, miscues and confusions in writing;
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stylistic or grammatical complexity;
conformity to the norms of the written code.

The emphasis on the art of writing leads to a focus on:
•

the topic of the writing;

•

the writer’s sense of purpose, intention, direction, involvement in
the task;
the writer’s sense of audience – the reader – and therefore of
message;
writing as a means of expressing and/or redefining oneself, a
catharsis, a therapy.

•
•

This approach tends to concentrate attention on:
•
•
•
•

the writer’s confidence;
the writer’s view of the medium and of himself or herself as a
writer;
motivation to write;
originality, individuality.

These two emphases, held together and allowed to nourish each other,
will serve us better than banners and battle cries.

The Background
This article is an interim statement made on behalf of a group of
teachers called the West Indian Writing Group. The group has been
meeting since 1977, and its title is misleading in two ways. First, none
of us is West Indian; we met to consider writing done by pupils of West
Indian origin in the schools where we worked. Secondly, in 1977 the
West Indian-ness of the writing was central to our interest, and we were
looking at conscious dialect writing, at pupils who could move
efficiently from dialect to Standard English in their writing, and at the
intervention of non-standard grammar and vocabulary in pupils’
mainstream writing. At the present time the West Indian-ness of the
writing has moved off-centre, and we seem to be trying to address the
bigger question of how any children’s writing develops, and how to
help it to develop more effectively. It remains true, however, that all
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the pupils whose writing we have been studying are of West Indian
origin.
In the examination which follows of actual pieces of writing, it may
seem that we have concentrated on the craft of writing almost to the
exclusion of the art. This reflects a problem about any sort of
observation or analysis, which is that the observer concentrates on what
he or she can see. The craft is more visible than the art. The art is
intangible, personal and deeply mysterious. No teacher can explicitly
teach the art of writing; he or she can only hope to provide models
which enlighten and inspire, to show by writing himself or herself that
writing matters, to be an enthusiast, to be available to the pupil when it
matters, to learn, fumblingly at first, to say the right things to the
apprentice writer. So, though the analyses offered in this article may
owe more to craft than to art, the way we try to influence children to
write should owe more to art than to craft, and should treat as priorities
confidence, pleasure in writing, and a primary response to a whole
piece of writing, not to its constituent parts.

The First Study: Pat
[As noted in ‘What do we Need to Know and Do as Teachers of
Writing?’ above, my full study ‘Progress in Pat’s Writing’ may be found
as the fourth of the papers at http://www.becomingourownexperts.org/
node/5.]
The group’s first detailed study was of Pat, a pupil at Vauxhall Manor
School, a south London girls’ comprehensive, and of the development
of her writing between the end of her third year and the first term of her
fifth year at the school. The study takes eight examples of Pat’s
writing, the first four written during the last term of her third year, the
second four written at intervals during her fourth year. The study was
intended to be longitudinal and to show progress, so it seems perverse
to pull bits out of it, but perhaps a flavour and an outline of a way of
working will be better than nothing. Here is an example of Pat’s
writing, produced at the beginning of the study:
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Mohammed
Muhammed was born on Monday the 20th of April 571.
Muhammed was brought up in a famous tribe called Quraysch
tribe before both of his parents died. before1 Muhammed was
born.2 Muhammeda Mother 3 had a very strange insight saying
that Muhammed was going to be the lord of the people. Few
days whenb Muhammed was born is4 farther5 died. Couple
years laterc is4 mother died, so his grandfather had too6 look
after him7 2 years later he died so his uncle looked after him.
Muhammed was a good boy8 he didn’t cause is4 uncle any
trouble. While Muhammed was with his uncle he looked after
his uncle he looked after his uncle9d sheep7 in10 this way he
was able to earn a small amount towards his keep.
Muhammeda uncle,d11 business took him off to far off places.
Muhammed,12 accasionly13 Muhammed goes14 with him.
Muhammeda uncle was going to Syria and Muhammed asked
him if he could go and his uncle said yes. as15 they were going
to Syria they passed some few places until they Came16 across
some christain17 monks,18 Bahira19 told the christian20 monks
that Muhammed would become the greatest prophet of Allah7
and heWhen Muhammed learnt a great deal from the
christian20 monks, he became a very good buisness21 men,22
he23 came to be known as ‘Sadiq’ the truthful one. Then later
on Muhammed fell in love with a women24 twice is4 age. He
was twenty five when he married his wife Khadijah. Khadijah
had some children but they died very young. Kadijahs25 and
Muhammed gave most of their property to the poor. most26 of
his life time27 was with his wife and his people7
Pat wrote this piece in a religious education lesson, in response to the
teacher’s request to write a piece about the life of Mohammed. The
class had had some lessons on Islam; additionally, Pat had access to a
book on comparative religion, and could use encyclopaedias and other
books in the school library. However, there is no direct copying in Pat’s
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piece. She used the resources available to make a statement of her own.
Here is that statement in an ‘error-free’ version:

Mohammed
Mohammed was born on Monday 20th April 571. Mohammed
was brought up in a famous tribe called Quraysch tribe before
both of his parents died. Before Mohammed was born,
Mohammed’s mother had a very strange insight saying that
Mohammed was going to be the lord of the people. A few
days after Mohammed was born his father died. A couple of
years later his mother died, so his grandfather had to look after
him. Two years later he died so his uncle looked after him.
Mohammed was a good boy; he didn’t cause his uncle any
trouble. While Mohammed was with his uncle he looked after
his uncle’s sheep. In this way he was able to earn a small
amount towards his keep. Mohammed’s uncle’s business took
him off to far off places. Occasionally Mohammed went with
him. Mohammed’s uncle was going to Syria and Mohammed
asked him if he could go and his uncle said yes. As they were
going to Syria they passed some few places until they came
across some Christian monks. Bahira, Mohammed’s uncle,
told the Christian monks that Mohammed would become the
greatest prophet of Allah. When Mohammed learnt a great
deal from the Christian monks, he became a very good
businessman. He came to be known as ‘Sadiq’ the truthful
one. Then later Mohammed fell in love with a woman twice
his age. He was twenty-five when he married his wife
Khadijah. Khadijah had some children but they died very
young. Khadijah and Mohammed gave most of their property
to the poor. Most of his lifetime Mohammed was with his
wife and his people.

Looking at the Substance
This is the substance of what Pat wrote. The ‘error-free’ version has
made no stylistic changes; it has merely skimmed off the features which
hit and offend the eye at first reading. Let us look at the substance.
The most general of overall reactions to the substance is one of pleasure
and admiration, particularly if we remember that the writer is fourteen.
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A considerable amount of information is conveyed – and clearly. The
writer’s style is confident, relaxed and varied. The only stylistic strains
or infelicities are ‘Two years later he [that is, the grandfather] died so
his uncle looked after him [that is, Mohammed].’, where we have a
surfeit of masculine pronouns; ‘…took him off to far off places.’, where
the repetition of ‘off’ is awkward; and possibly ‘…some few places…’
which is an odd phrase in the context. Readers might find one or two
more, or decide that we have been too harsh in mentioning these; that is
the nature of stylistics. The justification of our generally positive
feeling may lie in the anatomy of Pat’s sentences. We find a wide
variety of sentence lengths, from five to 23 words, with a mean
sentence length of just under 13 words, indicating that Pat is at home
with fairly long strings of words. The number of clauses per sentence
varies similarly, with seven single-clause, ten two-clause, two threeclause and two four-clause sentences. One of the four-clause sentences
is worth looking at more closely:
‘Before Mohammed was born, Mohammed’s mother had a
very strange insight saying that Mohammed was going to be
the lord of the people.’
This complex sentence contains an initial temporal clause modifying
the main verb, as well as a double subordination whereby ‘saying that’,
subordinate to ‘had a very strange insight’, itself subordinates the
clause which follows it. The word ‘insight’ is elegant and appropriate.
The interest in Pat’s piece is further sustained by the variety of sentence
introductions she uses: sometimes the straight main clause, as in
‘Mohammed was born…’; sometimes a subordinate time clause, as in
‘When Mohammed was with his uncle…’; sometimes a phrase, as in
‘In this way…’; or an adverb, as in ‘Occasionally…’ These flexible
details of style make the difference between an interesting and a tedious
piece of writing, though of course they lie below the threshold of
conscious appreciation of the reader who reads once only. And lest we
appear to have gone overboard about form, let us repeat that the piece
does its job as well; it carries considerable information in its 21
sentences.
By this time readers should be muttering, ‘This is all very well, but the
girl didn’t actually write the “error-free” version. She wrote the first
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version.’ Let us come to that now, pausing, at the risk of stating the
obvious, to explain the reason for the process we’ve just been through.
Most teachers, confronted with an equivalent of the handwritten
original of ‘Mohammed’ (Pat’s handwriting is quite clear and bold,
incidentally), will see at first glance only a mass of errors. They may
decide, especially if they are not English teachers, that the errors are not
their business, and look merely to see whether the pupil has done the
job he or she was set to do. (All tribute, however, to teachers of all
subjects who do see the form as well as the content of their pupils’
writing as their responsibility.) At the other extreme, they may decide
that the only way the pupil is going to reduce error is by having error
pointed out, and indiscriminately correct everything. Between one
reaction and the other, it is quite unlikely that Pat or Pat’s equivalent
will be offered adequate praise and encouragement for considerable
achievements in grammatical control, style and informational content,
as well as strategic help with error, miscue and confusion.

Errors, Miscues and Confusions
If readers look back to the first version of Pat’s piece, they may like to
check the notation of numbers and letters against the list which follows.
(We’ve ignored the curiosity that Pat uses two versions of the spelling
of ‘Mohammed’, one in the title and the other consistently throughout
the text.) In the list, Pat’s errors, miscues and confusions are followed
by a slash, and then the notional correct equivalent. Her use of nonstandard forms, in this case two time phrases and five examples of the
signalling of possession by juxtaposition rather than by apostrophe
followed by ‘s’, are followed by an arrow, and then the notional
standard form. We’re not going to say any more in this article about the
very important question of the intervention of non-standard forms in
mainstream school writing. There is a full discussion of the matter in
‘Progress in Pat’s Writing’.

Notes on ‘Mohammed’
1.
2.

‘before’/‘Before’
Unnecessary full stop after
‘born’ – comma may have
been intended

3.
(×4) 4.

‘Mother’/‘mother’
‘is’/‘his’ (but probably
affected by dialect
pronunciation)
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5.
6.
(×4) 7.
8.

9.
10.
11.
12.

13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

‘farther’/‘father’
‘too’/‘to’
Omission of full stop
Omission of some medium
strength punctuation mark,
or full stop, in the latter
case leading to non-use of
capital in following word
Duplication of ‘he looked
after his uncle’
‘in’/‘In’
Unnecessary comma,
probably induced by ‘d’
Duplication of
‘Muhammed’ in advance,
together with unnecessary
comma, leading to non-use
of capital on following
word
‘accasionly’/
‘Occasionally’
Change of prevailing tense
‘as’/‘As’
‘Came’/‘came’
‘christain’/‘Christian’

18. ,/.
19. ‘Bahira’ not explained;
presumably name of uncle
(×2) 20. ‘christian’/‘Christian’
21. ‘buisness’/‘business’
22. ‘men’/‘man’
23. Non-use of capital as a
result of ,/. after ‘men’
24. ‘women’/‘woman’
25. ‘Kadijahs’/
‘Khadijah’
26. ‘most’/’Most’
27. Omission of ‘Muhammed’
34 separate EMCs
(×3) a.
b.
c.
(×2) d.

‘Muhammed’ !
‘Muhammed’s’
‘Few days when’ ! ‘A few
days after’
‘Couple years later’ ! ‘A
couple of years later’
‘uncle’ ! ‘uncle’s’

7 non-standard features

In ‘Mohammed’ there are 34 separate errors, miscues and confusions
(EMCs). That long-winded phrase or its slicker abbreviation seems to
us a necessary safeguard against the easy assumption that all mistakes
are evidence of ignorance or carelessness. Some mistakes are, literally,
mis-takes in the sense that correct knowledge in the head didn’t get
translated into correct marks on the page. These are slips of the pen
which all writers commit from time to time, particularly when the brain
tries to compose a long way ahead of the hand’s capacity to transcribe.
Some errors are evidence that a developing writer hasn’t yet grasped a
convention of the code (e.g. the marking of sentences) which mature
writers agree is useful and correct. Yet other errors are actually
evidence of learning. The long march of becoming a writer involves
crossing rivers without bridges. If you’re going to try to handle a
written form which you’ve never handled before, it’s highly unlikely
that you’ll handle it perfectly the first time. You may still be having
trouble with it the tenth or the twentieth time. Your trouble may be
overkill, or over-enthusiasm for your new tool. Here’s a nice example
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from the eighth of Pat’s pieces, written over a year after ‘Mohammed’,
when her writing had moved on considerably:
‘They were in Italy; she was 30 years old; her first child John
was 5 years old;’ (end of sentence)
The semi-colon is a delightful tool when you first try it out confidently;
it’s like learning to ride a surfboard; gives such steadiness in midsentence; but, as Mina Shaughnessy remarks in Errors and
Expectations: a Guide for the Teacher of Basic Writing (Oxford
University Press, 1977), ‘The semi-colon usually becomes epidemic
when it is first learned’; (sorry).
Another kind of trouble a developing writer might have with a new
form is the difficulty of incorporating it into an existing set of structures
and making the necessary adjustments to them. Departing from Pat for
a moment, let us look at Anthony, a 13-year-old writing a story called
‘Death under the Tree’:
‘There were these three men in this pub called the Swan
having a few pints when they heard a Ambulance van came
outside the pub.’
This a long sentence – 25 words. The main verb is right at the
beginning.
The clause which starts with ‘when they heard’ is
complicated because it is governed by a distant main verb, and ‘they
heard’ is separated from what should be the infinitive ‘come’ by the
three-word phrase ‘a Ambulance van’ (more of an obstacle than, say,
‘him’ in ‘they heard him come’; and we will ignore for the purpose of
this example the two unrelated errors in ‘a Ambulance van’). For any
or all of these reasons, Anthony has played safe and incorrectly tried to
start a new main clause with ‘a Ambulance van came’. An error,
certainly; but an error which has come about because he is tangling
with a long and, for him at that point, grammatically complex sentence.
Should the teacher advise him to avoid long sentences in future because
he might run into difficulties? Do we advise babies to stick to crawling
if, in lurching across the carpet, they fall on their nose? As we shall see
later, Anthony, on re-reading the sentence, eventually makes the
appropriate correction.
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Making Sense of EMCs
Of the 34 EMCs in ‘Mohammed’, numbers 4, 7 and 20 occur more than
once, as shown by the extra number in brackets there. We can
categorise the types of EMC as follows:
Misspellings
Absent or redundant capital
Absent or redundant full stop
Absent or redundant comma
Duplication or word or phrase
Change of prevailing tense
Obscurity of meaning
Total

12
9
7
2
2
1
1
34

Let us look merely at the first three categories, accounting for 28 of the
34 EMCs. But before doing that, let us consider the significance of the
fact that 28 of the 34 EMCs are accounted for by only three categories.
What looked like a disorderly mess of error begins to have some
organisation to it. If, instead of conscientiously but indiscriminately
correcting everything in the hope of doing some good, or ignoring error
as being someone else’s business, we began to look at the system
behind the error, perhaps we could then begin to devise more effective
strategies for helping with the error.
Of the misspellings, four are the same word: ‘is’/‘his’. So, in reality,
we have nine separate misspelt words. A further two of these,
‘men’/‘man’ and ‘woman’/‘women’, are almost certainly not spelling
problems in a strict sense, but confusion over singular and plural forms.
In other words, Pat probably knows how to spell ‘men’, ‘man’,
‘women’ and ‘woman’, but is not sure about which to use in a singular
or a plural context. The misspelling ‘Kadijahs’, after two correct
spellings of a name she has got from print, is an odd mis-take which we
can leave aside. ‘accasionly’ is a good stab at a word Pat has possibly
never written down before.
The teacher, on the evidence of Pat’s spelling in this one piece, would
be well advised to do three things.
First, say something about
homophones (words that sound the same but are spelt differently) like
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‘is’/‘his’ (normally homophones in Pat’s casual speech, which leads
into the thorny problem of the quite incorrectly named business of
‘dropping “h”s’, but another time for that), ‘farther’/‘father’ and
‘too’/‘to’. Secondly, be explicit about irregular plural forms like ‘men’
and ‘women’, explaining that most nouns in English make the plural
with an ‘s’, but some don’t. Thirdly, say something about reversal of
vowels when two come together within a word, as in ‘christain’.
The majority of the EMCs which make up categories two and three (11
out of the 16) actually combine to form one compound category, which
is the marking of sentences. It becomes clear that if the teacher only
has time to say one thing to Pat about the technicalities of her piece, the
priority should go to some advice about sentence-marking.
An
important confusion to avoid is the idea that since Pat is having
problems with sentence-marking, she must be unsure of what a
sentence is. All normal children know what a sentence is, or they
wouldn’t be able to speak. Having a conscious, abstract definition of
what a sentence is is another matter, one which linguists find
challenging and perplexing. (I know that some linguists make a
distinction between the written sentence and the completed unit of
meaning in speech; it’s a good but an academic distinction, and it
doesn’t invalidate my assertion.) Marking sentences correctly is yet
another matter. It would be nice (and probably newsworthy) to report
that we know how Pat learned to mark sentences correctly during the
time John Richmond worked with her. She did learn; a year after
‘Mohammed’, sentence-marking was a minor and receding hiccup in
Pat’s competence, rather than a major difficulty. The method used was
to point out to her frequently the places where the sentence-marking
was going wrong, and to do so in a tone of voice which suggested that
we’d got a problem rather than that she’d had a moral lapse; to appeal
to her sense of Sentence, the sense which, as a native speaker of
English, she carries in her head (‘Can you see that this string of words
makes a sentence?’); to set her detective tasks (‘Right, in that last
paragraph you’ve missed out four capital letters, three full stops, and
you’ve got two commas where you should have full stops. Can you
find them?’ She usually could.); finally, to encourage her to write and
read and write and read so that the stock of sentences in her experience
grew always larger and more varied. She did learn, but what the crucial
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moments of meaning were, when brain, language, code, hand and pen
began, regularly, to SEE, is still a mystery to us.
More than a year after writing ‘Mohammed’, Pat is working on a story,
with John Richmond helping her. A video camera is watching them. At
one point, she makes the statement of statements: ‘Sir, I don’t really
understand what a sentence is,’ and the videotape records the teacher
pausing, breathing in deeply, before attempting the traditional definition
of a sentence, involving the terms ‘subject’ and ‘predicate’. ‘Does that
make sense?’ he asks. ‘No,’ she replies honestly, and the teacher then
proceeds to more liberal definitions about a sentence expressing a
complete idea, a finished thought, and so on. Hopefully, he concludes,
‘Is that any help?’ and she, to reassure him, says, ‘I think so, sir.’
Teacher and learner sigh reverently at the complexity of the problem
and… go on to the next sentence. At the time of asking the question,
Pat had very nearly beaten the problem of marking sentences.

Three Articles of Faith
We’ll leave Pat there. One disclaimer: the lessons learned from
working with her emerged from the luxury of one-to-one collaboration
between teacher and learner. Both gave up their own time, and also
bent the secondary timetable to make space to work together. Clearly,
the manager of 30 pupils will not be able to devote such care, attention
and time to each learner. But nor should that manager dismiss the
insights Pat offers us for that reason. The insight that the same piece of
writing may simultaneously show evidence of considerable insight and
considerable confusion is a crucial one for all teachers. And the
development of a strategy for identifying where pupils need help, so
that it can be offered economically rather than haphazardly or
indiscriminately, could make teachers’ interventions in children’s
writing more successful, not more onerous.
To go with the disclaimer, here are three articles of faith – but faith got
from experience.
1.

When making any judgement about a pupil’s language activity, it is
important to see that activity as a process of development and
change. The activity has come from somewhere, and is moving
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towards somewhere else. Therefore, cross-sectional leaps into a
pupil’s work are of very limited value.
2.

It is exciting to see a writer developing. It is essential to look at a
pupil’s writing through the primary perspective of progress and
development, and not of defect and deficit. Only once this primary
perspective has been established is it possible to get close enough
to the pupil to offer real help with error, miscue and confusion.

3.

We learned at least as much as Pat did as a result of our
collaboration. We did not always learn the same thing: who ever
does? One-to-one communication is a rare privilege within the
confines of the secondary curriculum. Nevertheless, the only
living educational interchanges are those where, as time passes, the
teacher learns as much as the learner; where ‘teacher’ and ‘learner’
are interchangeable titles.

The Second Study: Five Boys
The principles of looking longitudinally at a learning writer, of taking
time over it, and of establishing the perspective of progress have been
central to our work so far. (The piratical nature of much conventional
educational research, in which small pieces of classroom reality are
taken out of their context, to form the ‘evidence’ for extensive
theorising and generalisation, is the reason why that work often rings
false, and why teachers are suspicious of it.) It seemed sensible to us to
take our central principles and apply them a bit more widely, by looking
at the writing of more than one pupil.
John Hardcastle has been a member of our group. The group chose five
boys at Hackney Downs School, an east London comprehensive where
John has taught for several years and where John Richmond also went
to teach part-time when he left Vauxhall Manor in 1979. The boys were
selected a year ago, so at the time of writing they are thirteen or
fourteen, in the first term of their third year at secondary school. We
chose boys who would represent a wide range of achievement as
writers, from Kevin J, who already at twelve was well on his way to
maturity, confidence and control as a writer, through to Audley, who
seemed to be struggling deeply. The study of their writing is in
progress now; indeed, in some ways we seem hardly to have started,
and if readers detect a speculative tone from here on, that is deliberate.
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The rest of this article looks at one piece each of the writing of Audley
and two other boys, Kevin S and Anthony (who has briefly appeared
earlier).
It may be useful to say how we are going about things. We are
collecting the boys’ writing from their humanities lessons, the
integrated lower-school programme which incorporates English,
history, geography, social studies and drama, and which occupies all
lower-school classes for about 10 periods a week. The writing is
photocopied, so that the boys’ originals are not removed from their
folders. The collection process was rather ragged last year, but is now
getting better systematised, with each piece dated and carrying
information about the context of the writing, discussion previous to the
writing, teacher input, use of books and resources. As yet we have not
attempted an organised analysis of development over time, and are still
at the stage of conversation, noticing things, pointing them out to each
other.
An innovation for us last year was to look at the boys writing by using
videotape. The first time we tried this we had a camera on a high tripod
looking over a boy’s shoulder as he wrote. We looked at three of the
five boys in this way on the first occasion, and two months later refined
the process with the other two boys by having an extra camera which
looked straight at the writer from across the table, picking up eye
movements, references to book, blackboard or worksheet. A handcontrolled mixer means that the screen can be split half and half
between the two cameras, or either picture can be diminished so that it
is an inset in the corner of the other.
What can we learn about writing from videotape? What particular
virtues does it have? One virtue is its impersonality. If a human being,
an adult, stares at a pupil writing, the writer is likely to become
disturbed and embarrassed. The camera doesn’t provoke that effect if
the pupils have seen video before, have seen themselves on the screen,
and the machinery has been at least partly demystified. The camera is
quite likely to encourage the writer to work with more sustained
attention than otherwise, but that’s actually a good thing, for the writer
in any case, but also because it drives performance closer to
competence. There’s a better chance that what appears on the page will
reflect what the writer really can do, as well as what he or she can’t. A
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second virtue of videotape lies in the range of supportive activities,
essential or at least helpful to the arrival of words on the page, which
the camera can notice. These will include the pre-writing activities of
thought, consultation of available texts, collaboration or discussion with
friends at the same table. During writing, these activities may be
continued and supplemented by checking back, crossing out, starting a
new draft, putting in extra words or details of punctuation after
checking back, pausing, changing speed of composition and/or
transcription. After a draft of a piece writing has been completed
(though to be honest we’ve never kept a camera on a pupil for this long)
it would be interesting to see how much full-scale revision goes on, and
to discuss whether the extent of later revision can be related to the level
of commitment to the task or to the proficiency of the writer.

Audley’s Pardoner’s Tale
Let us look at one of the pieces written during the first videotaped
lesson. The lesson had begun with a dramatic retelling of Chaucer’s
The Pardoner’s Tale, retitled ‘Death under the Tree’. (The class’s
humanities work at that time was on life in mediaeval England.) The
story took about 40 minutes to tell, and then the class was given a sheet
of paper on which the main points of the story were outlined in ten
short sentences. The boys were asked to write the ‘Death under the
Tree’ story in their own words, using the sheet for guidance but
changing the story if they wished to, by giving the characters names, or
setting the action in modern times, or altering the details of the plot.
There are two main justifications for an activity of this kind. First, it
avoids the deadly limitations of the conventional comprehension
exercise, in which pupils are asked a series of closed questions about
what they have heard or read. Secondly, it drives the pupils on to their
own linguistic resources. They have their memory, and the bare outline
of a story in front of them, and the invitation to be imaginative. They
are not in the hypocritical position of being asked to retell the story in
their own words in the interest of originality, while a printed text of the
same story or set of factual events lies in front of them.
The boys wrote for the remainder of the lesson – another 45 minutes –
and some of them finished the story later on. Audley, the boy out of our
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five who is having the most difficulty, wrote an unfinished story of 262
words which was made up of 26 sentences. While the camera was on
him, he wrote the following, in a small, scrimped-up, barely legible
hand:
They carared on
warking
they wen a mile oit of the vilig
they saw a odl man wrking and they sied hey
do you now were death is they sarted to kechim
and ponc him the odlhim by is solders
and the men sied I been har 85 years
and pard that I
leve this vild
thay said no that’s not it
and they srted kechim on to the floor
and they pitkend him ip of the floor
and he sied you find daeth on the Hill
[turns page]
and they sitof to the Hill they war sagling
ip to the Hill when they arid up thay
thay did see nofing
thay sied les ga and find the odl men
and dohim over
one of vine fept somting and he looked and it was
a gold pes they serted to look foir more
Clearly, Audley has a long way to go. Whether he will get anywhere
near independent confidence and autonomy as a writer before the end
of his schooling is a distinctly open question. It’s our job to see him
along that road as far as we can.

Anthony and Kevin S
We looked closely that morning at two other boys writing: Anthony
(from whom we have already partially quoted) and Kevin S. Here is the
writing they did in the 45 minutes (i.e. not just the bits they wrote while
the camera was on them).
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Anthony — Death Under The Tree
First draft
There were these three men in this pub called the Swan having
a few pints when they heard a Ambulance van came outside
the the pub, I said what was that noise I said to the pub boy

Second draft
There were these three men in this pub called the Swan having
a few pints when they heard a Ambulance van came [later
corrected to ‘come’] outside the pub, I said what was that
noise, I said to the pub boy that to go and see what the noise
was, the boy hurried outside to see what is was I came back is
slowly telling them the bad news that one of their best friened
had died. The men in the pub were very unhappy because
they thought that Death had killed there best friened, they
went outside the pub and said that we are going to get death or
I am going to kill anyone in the way on the way looking for…

Kevin S — Sleep
This is the story of three warriors from the Kabala tribe named
Ejo, Oju, and Fola. They went out looking for the thing they
called mind snatcher we know as sleep.
“How far do we have to go?” said Oju tiredly.
“About another seven suns and seven moons.’ Ejo said
“Can we go to the Grendel river to pray to our monster god
Grenda.” said Fola
“alright, but we have a long journey ahead of us.” Oju said
“I’ll be back when the sun sets on the mountain side. Is that
okay?”
“Yes it’s fine, but make sure you don’t get up to mischief.”
“Obala (goodbye)” said Fola
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“let go and hunt some lion for supper” said Ejo
“Alright with the bones I can make my mum new earings
and necklace.” said Oju

Thinking about the Three Boys’ Writing
Audley wrote fast while the camera was on him, and he had been
writing fast before the camera got to him. He actually wrote more in 45
minutes than did the other two boys (262 words against 159 words by
Anthony – 38 of those 159 being an abandoned first draft – and 133
words by Kevin S). Here is an ‘error-free’ version of what Audley
wrote while the camera was on him:
They carried on walking. They went a mile out of the village.
They saw an old man working, and they said, “Hey! Do you
know where Death is?” The old man said, “No, I don’t know
where Death is.” They started to kick him and punch him.
They held him by his shoulders, and the man said, “I’ve been
here eighty-five years, and prayed that I could leave this
world.” They said, “No, that’s not it.” And they started to
kick him on to the floor, and they picked him up off the floor,
and he said, “You’ll find Death on the hill.” And they set off
to the hill. They went staggering up to the hill. When they
arrived up there they did see nothing. They said, “Let’s go
and find the old man and do him over.” One of them felt
something and he looked, and it was a gold piece. They
started to look for more.
In Audley, we’re looking at an extreme version of Pat when she wrote
‘Mohammed’. The distance between Audley’s underlying narrative
ability and his immense and obvious difficulties with the writing system
is even greater than was the case with Pat. The ‘error-free’ version
shows us that we’re not looking at a boy who has no written language
structures. Audley writes in sentences, though he hasn’t the first idea
how to mark them. We’re not looking at a boy who has no memory.
He has a good aural memory, at least. We’re not looking at someone
who is scared of the blank page. He covered one and a half of them.
But we may be looking at someone who has very little sense of himself
as a writer. While the camera was on Audley, he didn’t check back over
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what he was doing, at all. There are only four crossings-out in the 262
words he wrote that morning. It came out in a flow. By contrast,
Anthony and Kevin S were constantly revising, checking back,
collaborating (they sat next to each other), occasionally actually
correcting something on the other’s script.
The camera was on Kevin S for 7 minutes 7 seconds. That time was
taken up as follows:
Writing

2 minutes 22 seconds

Checking, revising, correcting

2 minutes 18 seconds

Other activities (fixing pen, ruling margin,
discussion with Anthony)

2 minutes 27 seconds

The camera was on Anthony for 7 minutes 26 seconds. That time was
taken up as follows:
Writing
Checking, revising, correcting
Other activities (discussion with Kevin S)

3 minutes 33 seconds
1 minute 26 seconds
2 minutes 27 seconds

Kevin S and Anthony, whatever problems they still have to overcome
before they can be said to be in command of the writing system, saw
themselves, and each other, as writers. They have achieved the
beginnings of an objectivity which we hope will mature into a sense of
the craft, into an autonomy. Audley has got nowhere near that yet. Our
first task must be to help him towards such a sense, such a beginning.
We did make such a beginning, by showing him the ‘error-free’ version
and comparing it with his original.
The reader may care to attempt, using the writing of these three boys,
an analysis comparable to that we have applied to Pat’s writing of
‘Mohammed’. First question to ask: what strengths do these pieces
have to which we can draw the writer’s attention as the first thing we
say? Second question to ask: as we come to discuss errors, miscues and
confusions, what should we say and do immediately? In Audley’s case,
should we offer some basic advice about the layout of prose, providing
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appropriate models; and begin to help him with sentence-marking? In
Anthony’s case, sentence-marking too, but should we also help him
with his instability over first- and third-person narrative? In Kevin S’s
case, should we help him towards perfecting the setting-out of speech,
where he has already made good progress?

Some Implications and Suggestions
To sum up, the studies we have made of children’s writing so far, small
in scope though they are, seem to us to have some quite radical
implications:
1.

We must stop being the only assessors of pupils’ writing. Pupils
must begin to assess their own writing, and to assess each other’s.
How can you become a successful craftsperson or artist if you
never get a chance to judge what you do?

2.

We must reduce the practice of once-for-all, single-draft efforts.
Experience comes from working on something until it’s nearenough right, not having single stabs at temporary targets.

3.

We must widen the range of real purposes, real audiences and real
modes of distribution if pupils are to see writing as a real activity.

4.

We must become less interested in what offends our teacherly eye
at first glance, and more interested in why it’s there.

5.

Collaboration – apprentices working together – might become not
just desirable but essential in the writing workshop.

Tall orders. We, the writers of this article, know that we’ve got
nowhere near satisfactorily fulfilling any of them.
Perhaps, to
encourage ourselves as much as the reader, we could end with a few
ways of beginning:
1.

Encourage pupils always to read their work after they’ve written it,
pointing out that this is a normal and necessary part of being a
writer.

2.

Decide on a piece of writing that a class will be doing as part of its
normal work. Once the writing has been done, photocopy it and
return the original to the writer. Arrange the pupils in working
pairs. In the pairs, ask the pupils to read each other’s work in
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photocopy and: (i) make a note of any part he or she thinks is
particularly good; (ii) make a note of anything that needs further
explanation; (iii) comment on anything he or she doesn’t agree
with; (iv) ask about anything he or she wants to know more about;
(v) make any changes in spelling and punctuation they think are
needed, cross out redundant words, supply omitted words. Then
encourage pairs to talk about what they’ve done. Ask writers to
write a second draft if they think they can improve their writing
after the conversation.
3.

Offer pupils a piece of writing which exists in several drafts,
perhaps done by an older pupil who’s a successful writer, so that
they can compare the differences and discuss the decisions which
the writer made in arriving at the final draft.

4.

Help pupils towards a longer-term sense of progress by
encouraging them to look back over last week’s, last month’s, last
year’s writing.

5.

Vary the distribution and exhibition of writing by (i) having plenty
of it displayed on the classrooms walls; (ii) making booklets of
pupils’ stories, poems and plays for distribution around the school;
(iii) finding out-of-school audiences for pupils’ writing when we
can.

6.

Bury our consciences and don’t do conventional marking for a
fortnight, if we think we might take some of that time to look
behind symptoms, to causes.

We thank John Hardcastle and the pupils whose writing we have
discussed in this article.

While I was working as an advisory teacher for English in the Inner
London Education Authority, I helped to compile a booklet of material
for discussion, called The English Curriculum: Writing, which was
published in 1985 by the English Centre. As an introduction to the
booklet, I wrote a list of 11 assertions about the teaching of writing, and
an article called ‘A Policy for Writing’. Here they are.
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Writing – Some Assertions
1.

We want children to see writing as a process over which they have
control.

2.

Children should have the opportunity to write across a wide
repertoire of forms in English. For instance: poetry, fiction,
autobiography, plays, argument, letters, journals, and writing
which celebrates, analyses or criticises books, films, television and
other mass media.

3.

The contexts in which children are asked to write should
themselves be varied and should involve worthwhile tasks.

4.

Writing is always a complex activity which imposes a range of
simultaneous demands on the writer. Teachers should never forget
this when asking children to write.

5.

We should help children to see drafting, incorporating significant
revision, as an integral part of the writing process.

6.

Children need real audiences inside and outside the classroom and
school in order that there should be real purposes for their writing,
and in order that they should understand the relationship which
exists between writers and readers.

7.

Collaboration, mutual support and criticism between children over
their writing are essential if a classroom is to be a real community
of readers and writers.

8.

Teachers themselves should write for their pupils.

9.

The teacher’s primary response to a piece of writing, whatever its
technical proficiency, should be to what is being said by the writer.

10. Teachers’ assessment, spoken or written, of pupils’ writing should
rely principally on language rather than grades or scores.
Correction of errors should begin by looking for patterns behind
the error, leading to selective intervention in the areas currently
causing most difficulty. The extent of correction should be in
direct proportion to the confidence and competence of the writer.
11. In writing as in other modes of language, the majority of learning
comes through experience of language, and the minority through
instruction and correction.
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A Policy for Writing
Suppose that we, as individuals or as members of a group in a school (a
group which might well be the English department of a secondary
school, but which could equally be a working party with the job of
proposing or revising a language policy across the curriculum, or the
entire staff of a primary school), suppose that we turned our attention to
writing. What would we want to get clear in our individual or collective
mind? How would we organise knowledge in a way that produced an
intention to act? How would we see that the action was sustainable in
reality? These mental and practical tasks are formidable. The purpose of
this article is to suggest that the tasks, formidable certainly, are within
our competence. The statement it contains is not, however, offered as a
ready-made alternative to do-it-yourself. The development of
understanding requires that the individual or group encounter for
themselves the matter to be understood.
That is not to say, fortunately, that the encounter is invalid unless we
start from cognitive square one. There are tools to hand. This is
intended to be one of them. It is itself a product of the incorporation of
others’ ideas and writings about writing. One or two of these sources
will be acknowledged by name, held up for specific attention. Most
often, their presence is implicit because it has become integral, and this
writer is not easily able to say to whom he owes what.

The Writing Process
We will start with some observations about writing itself, as a process.
What are some of its characteristics? What are its purposes? In the
course of doing this, some broad assertions about how children learn
what writing is, and therefore how they learn to write, will emerge.
Writing depends on speech. Speech was invented long before writing,
and all writing systems originated as attempts to render speech in fixed
and visible form. Dependency on speech, however, is not the same as
being a slave to speech; writing is not a mere transcription of speech,
any more than speech is an imperfect version of writing. Writing and
speech have different ways of doing things. A story written is different
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from a story told. Writing and speech have different specialisms. A
detailed report of a scientific experiment, and the urgent
communication of recent news from friend to friend, lend themselves
most obviously to one mode or the other, though in case of necessity
the unlikelier mode is quite able to be pressed into service. There are
observable differences between spoken and written sentences, and
between the discourse of spoken and written utterances — the way an
extended utterance organises itself as it proceeds so as to give
maximum force to the information it is offering. These differences are
frequently in evidence but are not automatic or hereditary. You can hear
little children uttering sentences in the playground which could
perfectly well have been written down. There are kinds of utterance –
the public address, for instance, or the oral retelling of a fable which
was first encountered in a book – which derive their character from
both speech and writing. Speech and writing, though not identical
twins, are close relations.
For the young child, the most significant moment in the act of
becoming literate is the moment of realisation that language which
exists and makes sense in the air, on the tongue, in the head, has an
alternative existence, or alter ego, on the page, the side of the bus, the
supermarket shelf. Without that connection, a confident control of
literacy is impossible. It remains true throughout schooling and into
adulthood that the development of skill and repertoire in speech, as a
result of interaction with others, informs the writer’s ability.

Experience of Texts
Writing is nurtured by experience of texts — by reading. If speech is
the prime activity which grants writing meaning, reading is the daily
evidence that writing exists and has been done; the reader can become a
writer. The reader/writer sorts the evidence, for instance, of a spelling
system, of conventions of punctuation, of the tone of voice which
distinguishes fairy story from fire warning notice, of the use of rhythm,
rhyme and repetition in verse, of the various ways writers order their
text when recounting an experience or expressing a point of view. In
other words, a large proportion of the detailed learning which
developing writers need to do is done as a result of seeing the
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achievements of others. There is an intimate relationship here between
imitation and originality. The imitation is not a mechanical transfer of
skill; much of it arrives unconsciously in the writer’s competence; as
with a baby learning to talk, dynamic acts of generalisation and
experimentation occur. The writer’s originality, at any given moment, is
modified by new learning coming from reading. Nor will the writer be
in a position to take up all the information potentially available from an
experience of reading. What is accepted and what, at least for the time
being, is ignored, and how swiftly and smoothly the information
accepted is assimilated into the writer’s competence, are not questions
to which there are predictable answers, but evidence of the uniqueness
of individual learners.
This is not to suggest that young children must become readers before
they can begin to write. The majority do have experience of reading
before their first writing attempts. Some, however, begin to write by
learning to make letters as a development of drawing, which is a
development of play. The defining characteristic of play is that it is
symbolic; it involves the use of things to mean other things. Drawing is
play with marks. The marks mean things. Writing is drawing words,
which mean things. In cases like this, where the child’s first experience
of literacy is of writing rather than reading, the child is nevertheless
immediately reading her or his own writing, or receiving a response
from an adult who has just read it, and so the clinch between reading
and writing is made. Whether the clinch is made that way round, or as a
result of the imitation of meaningful handwriting or print, or as some
mixture of the two, the important thing is that the clinch should be
made.
To credit reading with a large proportion of developing writers’ learning
is not to credit it with everything. There are a few developing writers
who seem to get all they need from direct experience of language
through reading, listening and talking. A small but significant
proportion of learning comes, for most children, through instruction.
There will be more to say about this later. At this point it will be
sufficient to state what we mean by the intimidating word ‘instruction’.
Instruction, more than anything, involves the recognition by the teacher
of points in the writer’s competence where growth is due or overdue. A
particular aspect of technical control of the writing system — let us say
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the marking of sentences — remains a source of confusion and anxiety
for a writer whose development, in other respects, has gone beyond the
stage where immature marking of sentences is to be expected. The
difficulty is now doing damage at other places along the front of
development, and is holding up progress. The teacher needs to bring the
writer’s attention actively and critically to the problem. Another
example: a writer is beginning to see that he or she can take a second, a
third, a tenth look at writing which has already hit the page. The writing
is not violated by being changed. It is not beyond recall. The teacher
must ask questions which encourage the writer’s growing confidence in
standing back from the writing in order to intervene and reconstruct.
Donald Graves (1983), in Writing: Teachers and Children at Work,
remarks: ‘The art of teaching is to ask questions in the midst of the
person’s competence.’

Broken and Remade Engagements
Writing is a profoundly creative activity. It is an obvious but still
striking fact that every day people compose and write down texts which
have never been written down before. Each beginning contains the
seeds of an infinite variety of potential outcomes. The mental processes
which result in one particular outcome among the myriad theoretically
available are themselves endlessly made, broken and remade
engagements between language and thought. Each party to the
engagement makes its demands, offers its resources. The act of writing
itself shows writers what they mean. Writing is almost never the mere
transcription of perfectly composed language. Those who must have
long stretches of composed language before they will begin
transcription may never begin transcription. On the other hand language
has obligations to thought as well as rights over it. Language which is
produced and lies cold on the page, which has not discovered and
delivered the writer’s intention, is a hollow victory.
One of the most enlightening attempts to describe the engagement of
thought and language, written and spoken, is Vygotsky’s (1962). The
engagement needs a go-between, and that go-between he describes as
inner speech. Inner speech is not mature external speech silently
thought. It is, he suggests, the child’s egocentric external speech gone
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underground and becoming, in the developing writer and speaker, a
highly individual carrier of sense which is able to dispense with the
long-winded and conventional demands of external language in order to
negotiate quickly and efficiently between the abstract intention of
thought and the articulated production of language.
‘A single word (in inner speech) is so saturated with sense that
many words would be required to explain it in external
speech.’
With particular regard to writing:
‘The evolution from the draft to the final copy reflects our
mental processes. Planning has an important part in written
speech, even when we do not actually write out a draft.
Usually we say to ourselves what we are going to write; this is
also a draft, though in thought only… this mental draft is inner
speech.’
There is an element of contradiction between these two quotations from
Thought and Language, the former emphasising the density of inner
speech, the latter indicating that inner speech is still operating very near
the moment of articulation. Perhaps we can suggest that the shuttle
diplomacy of inner speech involves it in developing explicitness as an
utterance approaches. The medium becomes the message.

The Pleasure of Writing
Thinking about language and thought in this way induces a kind of
mental cross-eyedness. The objects in the field of vision dance. You can
hold one object down for a moment to take a close look at it, but as
soon as you relax your stare it dances again, it seems to become the
other object, the other object seems to become it. A similar relationship
holds, for writing, between the person and the world. Writing is, it must
be, for the satisfaction of the person. Anyone who writes seriously and
regularly will admit that writing can, to put it mildly, be an
uncomfortable business. People who write irregularly or not at all may
have found writing so uncomfortable that they have resolved to avoid
future discomfort as much as possible. Those who contrive to put
themselves in the way of such discomfort say that the pleasures to be
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had when the composing process is making visible headway, and when
a product is well finished, are rare and memorable kinds of happiness
which make up for the miseries of doubt, procrastination, loss of
direction and the other hazards which writers are heir to. Another
consolation they may mention is that writing provides them with a
history; not necessarily autobiographical in any direct sense, but
nonetheless a series of tokens of where they’ve been. Writers learn not
to expect miracles or easy rides. But they do expect, they have a right to
expect, that writing will yield moments, periods of affirmation and a
sense of worth. Without such satisfactions, a person is quite justified in
abandoning writing. Those satisfactions are not just good feelings, of
course. They generate the impetus of growth — growth of greater
competence in writing, growth of understanding of the topic written
about.

Writing is Useful
So far, we have a highly individualistic answer to the question, ‘Why
write?’ We must set beside that the functional nature of writing, the fact
that it was invented to serve useful purposes in human society. It was
the human group, not the human individual, which called forth the
phenomenon of writing in Sumer and Egypt and China, and which
developed writing into one of the most sophisticated of social
conventions. So far as we know, the useful purposes to which writing
was originally put were commercial: records of land ownership, rent
and trade. We would all agree that it is a good thing that writing has
broadened its repertoire since then. Most writings, nonetheless, are
direct or indirect responses to direct or indirect external demands or
provocations, and not necessarily those which, given a free choice, the
writer would have spent time on. Writers need real — though not ideal
— audiences, purposes and modes of distribution for their writing.
(There are exceptions to this last statement. Diarists or mystics may be
able to dispense with one or even two of those three requirements. We
may all write to help us remember something, or to enable us to forget
it until we want it.) Most of the time, all three are life blood. In acts of
communication, lasting or ephemeral, for one reader or for many,
writers realise themselves in trying for an effect on the world.
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So much for general remarks. We come now to the point where we ask,
‘How can that knowledge become sustainable action? What do we need
to do as teachers of writing?’

Natural Writers’ Behaviour
Our first answer to that question must be: make space in the classroom
for natural writers’ behaviour. (‘Natural writers’ behaviour’ does not
mean the behaviour of natural writers, whoever they may be, but the
natural behaviour of writers. ‘Writers’ does not mean published or
professional writers, or people who are unusually fluent or productive,
but anyone who, in some part of their lives, writes for a purpose
important to them.) What are some of the features of that behaviour?
What do writers do? What do they need?
They need a controlling interest in the activity. The activity requires a
reflexive relationship between creation and criticism. When writers are
making critical choices within the forward movement of a creative
process, things are going well. If, as sometimes happen, demands are
made of them to produce too much too quickly, without enough
opportunity for judgement of detail or design, they feel over-exposed
and vulnerable, and can easily end up with a public product they regret.
The words ‘criticism’ and ‘creation’ have difficult connotations in the
context of writing. Criticism is something some of us have done to
some other people’s writing, and the some other people have been a
carefully selected group. Creation instantly makes us think of creative
writing. Creative writing has been literature done by amateurs, while
criticism has weighed the virtues of the professional product. More than
one kind of tunnel vision has resulted from this divide. The
professionals have spoken; they are above the battle. The difficulties
they encountered, the compromises built into their final product, are
almost invisible to us. Meanwhile, difficulties and compromises so
besiege our own and our children’s writing that ‘creation’ seems an
absurdly romantic term to describe it.
To get past this, we have to see that all independent writing, whatever
its genre and purpose, and whatever the reputation of the writer, is
creative, though very rarely does it ‘come as naturally as leaves to a
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tree’. At the same time, writing emerges via a critical examination by
the writer of the options and the constraints which the task offers and
imposes at any stage of completion.

The Treadmill of Production
Let us compare this to the way in which, in many classrooms, children
have been asked to write. They receive formidable demands for the
covering of paper. This is partly because, in an uncertain way, schools
have assumed that the more children do of it the better they will be at it,
but also because writing represents very clearly the close relationship
between schooling and control. If we are secondary school teachers, we
have at our backs an examination system which relies almost entirely
on writing. Certainly, the only way to learn to write is to write. But a
treadmill of production, very often not even involving continuous
writing which has required thought, but box-filling, sentencecompleting, closed comprehension-question answering, note-copying
and the like, is not the best environment for the development of
confident and competent writers. A great many of those who leave
school without much confidence and competence as writers have
covered thousands of pages with something that passes for writing
during their schooling. They long ago gave up expecting to have any
control over the activity.
We can see how the critical faculty gets squeezed by such a schedule. In
addition to this, the teacher is the only approved critic. The learners
‘create’; the teacher criticises. If learners never have the chance
critically to examine their writing, the critical faculty dies, or at least
atrophies, for lack of exercise. Constant ‘creation’ without criticism is
no longer worth the name.

Challenging the Syndrome
This is to present a ‘worst case’ picture. It is encouraging to know that,
in increasing numbers of classrooms, teachers are aware of the
syndrome just described and are trying out approaches which challenge
it. Before we come to the virtues of such challenges, it is worth
remembering that new approaches meet their own problems straight
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away. Children get used to routines, however arid and ineffective, and
may resent it when a teacher, instead of following the standard demand
– performance – reception – response – return – close-down procedure,
treats the children as members of a real community of readers and
writers. A particular approach which has great potential, like redrafting,
can itself become arid and ineffective if we do not get beyond thinking
of it as rough copy followed by neat copy, or if we always make all the
children redraft everything they write, or if we forget that writers
redraft in different ways, sometimes more in the head, sometimes more
on the page.
Redrafting, reservations stated, represents a fundamental forward shift
in teaching and learning writing. This is, more than anything, because
children get the chance to see that they have control over their writing,
both in the process and in the product. The writing becomes properly
theirs, whereas under the old dispensation most of the levers of control
were in somebody else’s hands. Handing over the levers of control,
without abrogating an interest in their operation, is our, the somebody
else’s, job. As we do this, children become their own critics and
assessors. Criticism and assessment become living activities.
There are no detailed standing orders about redrafting, to tell us how
often or at what points we should intervene in children’s drafts, how
extensively or how often children should redraft, when we and they
should decide that a piece is finished. There is, however, one central
guiding principle. The primary purpose of all our interventions should
be to respond to the content and structure of what is being said; in other
words, to act as if we were real readers. (No, not to act as if; to be real
readers.) Offering genuinely receptive attention, as readers and as
listeners, is perhaps the most demanding of all our responsibilities. We
become involved with children’s texts, rather than scanning them before
passing sentence. Setting that example is the most likely way of getting
children to adopt a similar attitude to their work.

The Classroom Community
The close corollary of children becoming critics and assessors of their
own work is that they do the same for each other. We’ve mentioned the
need for real audiences already. Some of these audiences should be
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outside the classroom and outside the school. But our day-to-day real
audience is the classroom community itself. This sounds very simple,
and some people have been making good use of it for years. A lot of us,
however, have been behaving as if the classroom were a set of solitary
confinement cells with invisible walls around each, and each with a
communication tube connecting only with us. Children are capable of
offering sensitive and useful responses to each other’s writing. We have
just agreed that we need to be real readers. The children are real
readers. There is a double benefit to be had from the interaction of pairs
or groups of children over writing. Most obviously, there is the advice a
reader might offer a writer, the critical space which a reader’s view can
afford to a writer who is so close up to the writing that it is impossible
to keep it all in focus. Additionally, there is the gap between the
learner’s implicit and explicit knowledge of writing. Learners know
more than they know that they know. This applies from understanding
conventions of punctuation up to understanding what constitutes overall
coherence in a complete text. To repeat, children’s implicit knowledge
of the structures and conventions of writing is always ahead of their
active ability to represent those structures regularly and reliably as they
write. (This is true of adult writers too, but the places where the gaps
are are likely to be different.) Critical reading and discussion of
another’s text is a way of realising unconscious or half-unconscious
knowledge. That realisation will feed back into the reader’s active
competence as a writer.
The critical reader of work in progress is one kind of audience. No less
important is the wider audience which reads and enjoys the product.
Publication should be simple and frequent. Regular occasions when
children read their writing to the class; a stout class folder containing
plastic transparent loose leaves, where recently produced writing, in
original or photocopy, from as many writers in the class as possible and
preferably from everybody, can be read; extensive use of the display
board; booklets by individual authors, illustrated and with a cover; the
best of the writing (placing a highly relative emphasis on ‘best’) to be
typed and printed in editions of 50 or 100 or 200, to become part of the
class’s and the school’s reading. Publication is so important that the
background work on it needs to be co-ordinated and shared by a group
of teachers, not left to the labour of isolated individuals. The children
must be brought into the production process as fully as the school’s
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administrative and reprographic arrangements will allow (and if the
arrangements will not allow it, they need to be questioned).

The Writer’s History
All writers have come from somewhere and are going towards
somewhere else, as long as they keep writing. Not every new direction,
of course, turns out to be worthwhile; some are blind alleys or red
herrings. But writers need a sense of personal history, of having moved,
improved, in order to sustain their impetus. Classrooms have often
failed to provide such a sense to learning writers, who have existed in
an eternal present, with writing a daily duty rather than a long-term
progress of understanding and competence. Here are three suggestions
for ways of fostering the sense of personal history. First, every writer
has a ‘long-term’ folder in addition to the everyday working folder, into
which a piece of writing goes at regular intervals, possibly six times a
year. Children enjoy seeing this record of their writing ability grow over
the years. They have evidence of where they have come from. The
folder can be the basis for conversations between teacher and learner,
between teacher and parent, and between learners themselves.
Secondly, it is realistic to assume that time and numbers will oblige us
to continue an amount of marking at a distance to supplement direct
conversations with writers. Our energies are much better employed in
marking less frequently and more reflectively, giving ourselves a
chance to look back over a number of pieces of work and to spot and
comment on the significant developments and difficulties, than in the
rapid-fire, perfunctory attention to a single piece, with no understanding
of its place in a writer’s recent history. Thirdly, a useful form of
stocktaking is the self-assessment occasion, held two or three times a
year, where the children, in pairs or groups, with their folders and books
in front of them, talk about how their work has been going, before
writing a self-assessment piece. They are likely to find some written
guidance from us helpful in doing this, and the scope of the piece may
well go beyond writing, to comment on all aspects of their English or
language work in the previous few months.
These suggestions are simply structural supports to another central
guiding principle, which is that any piece of writing is a stage in a
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process to be viewed through the primary perspective of progress and
development, and not of defect and deficit. Only once this primary
perspective has been established is it possible to get close enough to the
writer to offer instruction which the writer can use.

We Must Do It Ourselves
This has been a long first answer to the question, ‘What do we need to
do as teachers of writing?’ By way of relief, let us have a short second
answer: we need to write ourselves. It is a most strange phenomenon
that teachers of writing, unlike teachers of most human activities, have
rarely or never shown themselves to learners as practitioners. We must
write; we must read some of our writing to children, or let them read it
for themselves; we must, from time to time, actually write in the
classroom so the children can see that we do it; and, on occasion, we
must write in public using an easel with large paper or an overhead
projector, inviting the collaboration of the class. The benefits are
various. The intention is not, of course, to say to children, ‘If only you
could write like me, how lucky you would be.’ There is the general
truth that teachers teach by example as much as by instruction. If
children see us writing, they are more likely to conclude that writing is
worth the time and effort. They may even be interested in our lives, as
we are interested in theirs. They may enjoy what we write. If, in
particular, they see us engaging with the process, struggling with the
difficulties, glad of the rewards, that will support them when the going
is tough. If we show them that writers have the right to change their
minds, it will be one of the most important lessons that we can teach.
And it is true that we have a more advanced control of the writing
system than most of them. They can learn a lot from observing us.
Finally, our own experience of writing is bound to inform the quality of
our teaching it.

Contexts and Constituencies
Third answer, again fairly brief: provide a variety of contexts which
will produce a variety of outcomes. A thorough exposition of this
answer would require an attempt at full-scale curriculum design. We
shall not make that attempt now. More modestly: contexts are sets of
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circumstances which produce the intention to write. Some contexts are
simple. Events elsewhere in the writer’s life, direct or mediated
experience, provoke a desire to write. This happened to me; I read this
in the newspaper, saw this on television; I want to write about it. The
more the classroom makes space for that impetus, the better. But it is
unrealistic to expect outside experience to provide all the raw material
for writing. We must construct contexts, arising out of the range of
activities which comprise our curriculum, demonstrating to learners
some of the forms which writing can take and purposes to which it can
be put. Writing should be needed in the course of an activity as well as
in its culmination: the shorthand discussion notes as well as the prose.
The way we get to the point where we say, ‘Now I’d like you to write
something about…’ must vary too, because if children can see us
coming a mile off (we always come that way) the law of diminishing
returns applies at the moment of truth.
Variety of form takes us to the question of types of writing. There is
something of a tightrope to be walked here. Genres are not exclusive
categories. Poems can express arguments; factual reports can contain
passages of lyrical description which illuminate the facts. It is
dangerous to become over-specific about the necessary characteristics
of a certain type of writing. At the same time, we do have a
constituency. I am prepared, as a secondary English teacher, to say that
from age 11, I want my students to encounter and practise poetry;
playscript; autobiography; fiction; description and report; argument; the
reconstruction of information; responses to literature, film, television
and other media; letters, journals and notebooks. I’m well aware that
such a list raises a host of problems for the categoriser and the analyst
but, to be honest, I’m not too worried about that. The list is at the back
of my mind, and I am not ticking off a type per student per week. But I
am, as the year passes, trying to see that the students’ experience of
writing covers that range. Other kinds of teacher will have different
constituencies, with greater or lesser extents of overlap with my
constituency. We should all be prepared, at least provisionally, to say
where our constituency lies.
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In the Midst of the Writer’s Competence
Our fourth and final answer borrows a phrase, already quoted, from
Graves (1983). We need to offer instruction in the midst of the writer’s
competence. ‘The midst of the writer’s competence’ is the place, in our
attempt to define it, where growth is due or overdue. A problem or
possibility is capable of conscious perception by the writer. The writer’s
implicit knowledge of the solution to the problem or the realisation of
the possibility is already established. The need is to engage the writer
actively in transforming the implicit knowledge into a conscious
operation on the text. A particular area of consciousness will not remain
so for ever. Its knowledge should remain active for ever, as long as the
writer keeps writing. But it will become absorbed into competence, and
work as an integral part of competence, while the area of consciousness
moves elsewhere.
That sounds uncomfortably theoretical. Let us come clean and try to
say, as an example, how a teacher might offer instruction on a particular
writing skill at a particular stage in a writer’s development.
There is always pattern in error. Errors, miscues and confusions are
never a random collection of evidence of ignorance or carelessness.
Many errors, could we but see them as such, are evidence of learning.
Seven-year-olds progress towards conventional spelling via invented
spelling. All learning writers experience syntactic derailments — they
lose their way in the grammar of a sentence — because they are trying
out syntactic structures more complex than they have tried before. All
learners write essays where the direction of the argument is
contradictory and the conclusion at odds with the writer’s apparent
intention, because the organisation of information and the adoption of a
stance arising from that information is a competence that must be
learned in the making of the writing. The possibility of wrong choices
cannot be inoculated against by drawing up detailed plans in advance.
The teacher looks for the pattern in the error. He or she finds the one or
two figures in the pattern which are causing most difficulty, and where
growth is due or overdue. These are, for now, the only problems to be
bothered with. The teacher draws the learner’s attention to each
problem by referring to it as a pattern, and by inviting the writer to look
back through the text to find examples of it. So it becomes a kind of
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detective task. The teacher says (to take up an example mentioned
earlier), ‘We’ve got a bit of a problem with the marking of sentences —
with full stops and capital letters. There are about eight places on this
page where you haven’t marked the sentences right. Can you find
them?’ Or: ‘There are about a dozen spelling mistakes on this page —
but since you’ve written more than a hundred words that means you’re
getting nine words out of ten right! You’re having particular trouble
with words where you’ve got two vowels in the middle of the word —
you’re tending to get them the wrong way round. Can you go through
and underline the words you think you might have spelt wrong, and put
an alternative spelling in the margin? Don’t forget to use the dictionary.’
(Some people scorn dictionaries in this context, saying that only
accurate spellers could find the word in the first place. That is untrue.
More often than not, inaccurate spellers have an idea of the word close
enough to the conventional spelling to be able to skim up and down the
dictionary page to find it, or they are aware of alternatives, but not sure
which is right, and can check the two or three possibilities. The
definition and examples given in a dictionary appropriate for the agegroup can settle the decision.)

Implicit and Explicit Knowledge
Our contention is that the learner will be able to identify and act
positively on the majority of the cases in either of these examples. The
main reason for such optimism is this writer’s experience of the relative
success of this approach after the relative failure of the ‘I’ll put in all
the corrections and hope that you will see why I’ve made them’
approach. In order for any element of a writer’s competence, however
uncertainly practised, to exist at all, it must have a prior existence in the
writer’s implicit knowledge of the language. Some of that knowledge
will exist at an oral level only; some will exist additionally as a result of
encounters with reading. The teacher’s instruction takes the form of
highlighting a particular set within the learner’s implicit knowledge, in
other words making that set explicit to the learner for the time being, in
order that the learner can translate the newly explicit set of knowledge
into intervention on the text. Incidentally, to turn the argument the other
way about, it is for this reason that it is not just useless but dangerous to
teach skills out of the context of the writer’s actual development. If
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there is nothing in the writer’s implicit knowledge which grounds those
skills, they become distracting and misleading markers of a void.
Some notes of reservation and extension. We repeat once again that we
are concerned here with places where growth is due or overdue. The
writer’s voice is beginning to be distorted. We are not concerned with
writers with strong voices, who are getting some things, in eventual
terms, wrong, but whose forward impetus is not thereby affected. The
most obvious example is the strong young writer whose use of
conventions is variable. The worst possible kind of teaching is that
which consistently draws attention to the conventions and ignores the
voice. The voice quavers and ceases. In future, it will be raised
grudgingly, in response to orders, and amid great anxiety. The child has
become retarded — and someone has done the retarding. A frequent
result of this is the writer who will only go one word, one sentence at a
time, and who then wants to be checked for correctness. The writer has
to be persuaded to trust the voice again, because you can only train a
voice when it’s singing.

Helping the Writer
To say that instruction must be offered in the context of the writer’s
development is sometimes taken to mean that it is never possible to
offer instruction to more than one learner at a time, and that the
examples on which the instruction must be based must be only and
always examples from the learner’s writing. This is a misunderstanding.
It is quite proper, if we notice that a group of learners is having a
similar difficulty with a convention, to draw their collective attention to
the difficulty, and to use examples from other texts of the way that other
writers have handled the convention. The important thing is that the
instruction must be by illustration, not by abstract definition. We show
learners how something is done; we do not offer them a general theory
of how to do it.
Instruction is at least as much to do with the extension of success as
with the attention to failure. The parallel skill to that which we have
described in the two examples above is the one where, in consultation
with the writer and at a number of stages in the production of a piece,
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the teacher sees openings and asks questions or makes suggestions
which give the writer a way into those openings. For example:
•

Could you tell me more about this character/incident/place?

•

How do you feel about this section? (Pause for reply) I think that
perhaps the piece gets bogged down with detail here. How about
skipping most of it, just leaving a couple of the most important
points, and getting on to the next part of the story/description/
argument?

•

I would say this information needs to go in earlier. What do you
think?

•

Let’s have a look at this last paragraph. It’s okay as it is, but a lot
of people end stories this way, and after such a good build-up I was
hoping for a more original ending. Maybe you could try two or
three alternative endings. For instance…

•

This is tremendous! I think we should leave it more or less as it is.
Just one little thing…

The most effective instruction occurs when the teacher is with the
writer or group of writers and when the writing is in process. However,
responses we make to children’s writing at a distance or after a piece is
finished can incorporate many of the principles so far described or
exemplified.
The final note on instruction is largely a repetition of the first central
guiding principle stated earlier. All instruction must take place within
the context of a response to the whole of what is written; a response
whose primary concern is with what the writer is telling us.

Teachers of Writing Need a Clearer
View…
The double-page spread ‘What We Need When We Write’ (pages 22 and
23 above) went through several versions before arriving at the form it
takes there. In 1985 and 1986 I worked as a project officer on a
government-funded curriculum-development project called the School
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Curriculum Development Committee National Writing Project. The
aim of the project was to improve the quality of the teaching of writing
in all areas of the school curriculum in primary and secondary schools
in England and Wales. That final version of the double-page spread
first appeared in spring 1986 in the second number of the project’s
house magazine, About Writing. I produced one other double-page
spread, with the same aim of putting across some key ideas about the
teaching of writing in a more compact, punchier way than is possible in
prose, in number 4 of About Writing, which appeared in autumn 1986.
It is on pages 72 to 75.
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The Classroom as a Community of
Writers
Much of the work of the National Writing Project appeared at the end
of the project in a series of books published by Thomas Nelson. To one
of these books, Ways of Looking: Issues from the National Writing
Project, published in 1990, I contributed an article called ‘The
Classroom as a Community of Writers’. Here it is.
Let us think for a moment about the characteristics of a community. A
community is a group of people whose existence is defined by
something more than the isolated interests of its individual members.
Of course, the individual members will quite properly have interests.
But the community represents a recognition of the fact that individuals
have needs too, and responsibilities. These needs will be met, and
responsibilities exercised, in interaction with other members of the
community. This is true whatever kind of community we are thinking
of: geographical, professional, political, religious, educational. In some
cases, when people speak of the ‘community’, the word is nothing more
than a euphemism, because there is no network of needs,
responsibilities and interests; there is only a collection of individuals
operating independently, whose contacts with others are minimal and
grudging.

The ‘Walking Wounded’
Too many adults are ‘walking wounded’ as writers. They can write, of
course, when they have to, but they do not see writing as an activity
which they can approach with any confidence or expectation of reward.
They make a defensive decision to write only when circumstances
insist, and in their ‘writing voice’ there is terrible uncertainty. Beyond
this large group there is another, smaller group of people who cannot
write at all, in that even the barest and most functional uses of writing
are beyond them.
What was the experience of writing in school that has brought so many
adults to this pass? Aware as I am of the dangers of generalisation, I am
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Teachers of Writing Need
a Clearer View…
…of the Writer
COMPOSER

COMMUNICATOR

THE WRITER
SECRETARY

Composer
Writing is almost never
the simple transcribing
onto paper of language
already formed in the
head. In the act of
writing, writers discover
what they mean; they
formulate understanding
in a way not available to
them before they began
to write.

Communicator
Most of the time, writers
write in the expectation of
having an effect on
someone else.
(Sometimes, admittedly,
writers write solely for
themselves. Often,
writing is both for
themselves and for other
people.) All writers need
regularly to know —
whether their readership
is a single person or an
unknown number of
readers, whether their
purpose is ephemeral of
long-term — that their
writing has been noticed
and has made a
difference.

Secretary
Writers work within the
writing system of the
language they are using.
The system has evolved
over hundreds of years
(and continues to
change) for a host of
reasons: for example, the
influence of other
languages; the practices
of scribes; the rise of
print; the efforts of some
groups to reform spelling.

The Problem
Composer, Communicator and Secretary are equally important elements of the
personality of the writer. In the past, and to an extent still, the composer and the
communicator have been neglected or even ignored in schools, and concern to
produce good secretaries has become an overriding preoccupation. If young writers
have limited or no opportunity to experience composition and communication, there is
no inherent point in becoming even the most accurate of secretaries.
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…of the Classroom
A CHANCE TO COLLABORATE
WITH OTHER WRITERS

A RANGE OF AUDIENCES
AND KINDS OF PUBLICATION

THE CLASSROOM: A COMMUNITY OF
READERS AND WRITERS
A PLACE WHERE THE
TEACHER WRITES TOO
Collaboration
Doesn’t usually mean a group of children writing the same piece at the same time,
though sometimes that can work. It usually means one of two (overlapping) things.
Children need to consult with each other about writing in progress, or just completed,
to ask questions and offer advice, first about the content and organisation of a piece,
then about its control of conventions. And children need opportunities to write within
the context of a group activity, whether that be the compilation of a display of research,
or a brochure about the school — any activity which involves planning, allocation of
tasks, mutual support and criticism, leading to a product where individuals can see their
own contributions within a larger whole.

Audiences/Publication
The readily available, day-to-day audience for the publication of children’s writing is the
other people in the classroom. Kinds of publication include reading out loud, wall
displays, a class folder with transparent loose-leaf holders containing recent writing
from everyone in the class, typed and duplicated limited editions (one for each person),
individual hand-made books. In other words, it doesn’t have to be ambitious and
strange. Those who have gone beyond the classroom have found great benefits in, for
example, children writing for younger children, children writing with parents, writing for
broadcast on local radio, establishing letter exchanges with other schools, research or
experiments described for another class in the school.

Teacher Writes Too
Not to say, ‘If only you could write as well as I, how lucky you would be’ but ‘I do it, so it
matters, it’s worth doing; and there are things which younger and less experienced
writers can learn from older and more experienced writers.’ Ways of showing this
include: writing something at home, bringing it in, reading it out, asking children to write
something similar or by way of response; sitting down occasionally while the class is
writing, ignoring all requests for other services, and writing while they write; composing
in public, using an OHP or an easel with large paper, with the help of the class, thus
making visible processes which usually go on in the head.
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…of the Repertoire
This section carries an introductory health warning. Kinds of writing — arguments,
reports of research, poetry, diary jottings — are not watertight categories each with a
set of separate characteristics. Children do not learn to handle a repertoire of different
kinds of writing as a result of being taught ‘the rules’ of each in advance. Teachers
should not be concerned to tick off each week or each month a menu of kinds of
writing which the children have practised. There is no correct answer as to what that
menu should be.
But we do need to think about the range of kinds of writing which could usefully
contribute to children’s understanding of an area of the curriculum, or of a particular
topic or investigation. Otherwise the tendency is for that range to be narrow and
familiar.

Purpose. One way of thinking about kinds of writing is
in terms of the purposes they serve. Writing, for
example, might have a purpose to:
There are numerous other purposes for writing, and
numerous alternative ways of describing these.

Format. Another way of thinking about kinds of writing
is in terms of the formats in which they appear. Writing,
for example, might appear as:
And there are numerous other formats for writing, and
numerous alternative ways of describing these.

P
U
FORMAT
P
O
S
E
A purpose for writing
or, more likely, a
collection of
purposes, may be
fulfilled in many
different formats. We
can imagine children
working on a history
topic, for instance,
writing for any of the
purposes listed here,
and in most of the
formats.

This section also carries a concluding health warning. Our job in planning work in an
area of the curriculum or for a particular age-group is not to make a list of purposes and
formats first and then find ‘excuses’ for practising them. It is to decide first on the
activities and topics which we want to constitute that work, and then to think
imaginatively about how writing, in the fullness of its variety of purposes and formats,
may play a part in it.
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…and of Our Own Intervention
Most of what children need to know as writers they learn by experience: of talking,
listening, reading — and writing. This learning is constant, very powerful, and mainly
unconscious. No child can learn to write without such experience. It works from the
little — where to put commas in sentences — to the large — what are the
characteristics of a successful piece of factual explanation, or narrative, or argument.
Teachers’ major job is to provide circumstances in which that experience can happen.
But for most children, learning to write is not only a matter of experience. We have a
smaller but significant job in intervening in children’s writing to offer positive help. There
is much uncertainty about how to do this.

TEACH BY ILLUSTRATION
NOT ABSTRACT DEFINITION

TURN IMPLICIT KNOWLEDGE
INTO EXPLICIT OPERATIONS

INTERVENTION SHOULD
SEE PATTERN IN ERROR

SIGNIFY A REAL READER

Illustration not Definition

Implicit Knowledge/Explicit Operations

Children don’t learn how to control an
element of writing by being given
definitions and rules in isolation from the
act of writing. Definitions and rules are
abstractions, attempts to analyse reality.
There is nothing wrong with analysis, but
analysis comes after competence, not
before. Children learn by seeing
examples of how other writers have used
speech marks or paragraphs, or
discussed a controversial issue, or
described a scientific process. ‘Other
writers’ should include other children and
ourselves, as well as published writers.

Children know more about writing than
they know that they know. Their implicit
understanding of an element of writing —
the understanding they have from all their
other experiences of language — is in
advance of their ability regularly and
reliably to control that element under the
pressure of production. The teacher
appeals to that implicit understanding in
asking the learner to perform a conscious
operation on the text; to be a critic or a
detective. ‘We’ve got a bit of a problem
with the marking of sentences — with full
stops and capital letters. There are about
six places on this page where you haven’t
marked the sentences right. Can you find
them?’ They can find most of them.

Pattern in Error

Real Readers

There is no such person as a writer,
however unsuccessful, whose writing is
just a mass of ignorance and confusion.
There are always a few things — maybe
no more than two or three — which are
causing the major difficulties. The
teacher’s skill is in looking past the
superficial symptoms, seeing the pattern
in the error, and attending with the child
to the two or three things which matter
most now.

The key is the context: when children are
engaged in writing for a purpose they
understand and an audience they care
about, they are usually determined to get
the conventions right too. The single
most important principle of intervention is
that teachers must behave as real
readers; our first reaction must be to what
writing is telling us.
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confident that the historical picture I am about to paint of the
experience of countless thousands of adults who have been through the
school system and are now reluctant or non-functioning writers is
broadly accurate.
Writing has been a matter of command and ritual. You write because
you have to, because the teacher says you must. It is a daily duty.
Whatever you do, whatever you learn, you end up writing about it, to
prove that you were there. The writing has no purpose outside itself.
‘You write so the teacher can find out how good you are at it,’ as one
child remarked, early in the Project, when a class was asked ‘Why do
you write?’
You have one attempt at each piece of writing. The routine goes
something like this: the teacher asks you to do a piece of writing; you
do it; you hand it in; the teacher marks it; the teacher hands it back; you
pay selective attention to the marks the teacher has put on it; you put it
away, or turn the page of your exercise book; the teacher asks you to do
the next piece of writing.
You write by yourself. Looking up, you can see twenty-five other
children also writing by themselves.
You write only for the teacher. There are plenty of people for whom you
might write, including, for example, some or all of the twenty-five other
writers whom you see when you look up. But only one person, always
the same person, will see what you are doing.
That person is primarily concerned with the legibility and technical
correctness of what you produce. His or her response is sometimes badtempered and usually perfunctory. It ignores what you have done well,
or at least done with great effort. It chides you for things which you
yourself know are unsatisfactory, but offers no advice as to how to
improve them.
The teacher never actually writes, in spite of being the constant source
of instructions to write.
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The Picture Reversed
Let us now reverse this gloomy picture, pausing before we do so to
reflect that many of us relatively successful writers (which we are
whether we think so or not) had an experience of learning to write
which contained at least some of the characteristics listed here. The
learning brain is a remarkably resilient instrument. Learner writers and
readers do their best to succeed in whatever mixture of helpful and
unhelpful circumstances they find themselves. We are also likely to
remember the positive elements in our experience which made such a
difference: the timely piece of praise, a teacher or two who did respond
to our writing as if they were interested in what we had to say. Our
concern is to create circumstances in which those positive elements
occur normally rather than exceptionally. If we can do that, many more
children will grow up to be people who can turn to writing with
confidence.
In any important human activity, one of the ways in which less
experienced people learn is by the example of more experienced
people. If a teacher writes for or in front of children, that is a powerful
message. It says that the teacher regards writing as something worth
doing, something to be persisted with, something which will yield to
the effort and give satisfaction to the writer and interest and pleasure to
the reader. Moreover, writing produced by the teacher will be an
illustration of how a particular task can be performed. We need to be
careful here, and stop short of saying ‘how a particular task should be
performed’. A good teacher will not say, explicitly or in effect, ‘Just do
it the way I do.’ Learner writers need to find their own voices, which
will not be merely echoes of the teacher’s voice. Nonetheless, they will
find their own voices in the course of encountering other people’s, and
through the unconscious influences of those other voices. Among the
other voices should be the teacher’s.
If the teacher is a writer, he or she is more likely to remember how
acutely writers need a genuine response which attends to the whole of
what has been written. Each response, written or spoken, must be part
of a long-running conversation between teacher and child. The
conversation can be businesslike; genuine response does not mean
scattering praise like confetti. Response, though, must be offered as an
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outcome of involvement in a child’s text, not as a summary opinion
after scanning its surface.
What are the characteristics of a genuine response? First, the teacher
demonstrates an understanding of what has been involved in the
production of the piece of writing. The teacher knows, for example, that
the act of writing shows writers what they mean. Writing is almost
never the mere transcription of perfectly composed language. Those
who feel a need for long stretches of composed language before they
begin transcription may never actually begin. The piece of writing
which the teacher sees is therefore a more or less successful attempt to
deliver a body of thought in an organised way. The body of thought has
itself changed and evolved in the attempt to deliver it. The teacher must
show, by the nature of his or her remarks, that he or she understands
that this endeavour has taken place. Take, for example, a child who has
been working on a piece of persuasive writing. Somehow, the direction
of the argument is contradictory and the conclusion is at odds with the
writer’s apparent intention. The modification of ideas as one writes —
learning through writing — is a competence which must be acquired;
one cannot insure against wrong choices by drawing up detailed plans
in advance. When the teacher says, ‘I would say this information needs
to go in earlier. What do you think?’ or ‘I think we’re all right up to this
point, but in the next section we lose our way with all these extra
details’, he or she is giving advice, provoking a discussion, in an area in
which the child as composer has actually been.
Secondly, a genuine response continually hands back to the writer the
responsibility for improving the writing, but with advice as to how to
do that. We will take as an example the way in which a teacher might
draw a writer’s attention to technical errors. We are not talking here
about a young child whose use of conventions is inventive, transitional
or incomplete. We are talking about a writer who is aware of technical
errors as such, and who needs help in overcoming them. There is
always pattern in error. Errors, miscues and confusions are never a
random collection of evidence of ignorance or carelessness. The teacher
looks for the pattern in the error. He or she draws the writer’s attention
to a problem by referring to it as a pattern, and by inviting the writer to
look back through the text to find examples of it. ‘We’ve got a bit of a
problem with the marking of sentences — with full stops and capital
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letters. There are about eight places on this page where you haven’t
marked the sentences. Can you find them?’ The writer will thus engage
with the problem much more effectively than if the teacher had simply
put in all the corrections and hoped that the writer would pay attention
to them.
Thirdly, a genuine response teaches by illustration rather than by
abstract principle. Learner writers overcome difficulties and grasp
possibilities partly as a result of seeing how other writers have
successfully managed. We have already said that the teacher will be one
of those other writers; so will other children, and published authors. For
example, a teacher wants to help a writer to describe a science
experiment, lay out a poem, write a letter of request, punctuate speech
or make notes from a source text. In the course of the conversation it
may be helpful to say, ‘Have a look at how (x) has done it.’
Fourthly, and most importantly, the responsive teacher will never forget
that writers write in the hope and expectation that a reader will be
affected by what they write, by the writing as a whole piece of
communication. The teacher’s primary reflex when reading a child’s
writing must be to think, ‘What is this piece telling me?’ The teacher’s
primary reaction to the writer must be that of a person who has just
been told something, and who wants to reply to the teller.

Children as Critics and Assessors
The teacher who is a writer and who knows that writers need genuine
responses will also know that they need the opportunity and have the
right to control and change their writing in the course of making it.
Children must become critics and assessors of their own work. The
writing becomes properly theirs, whereas traditionally most of the
levers of control have been in someone else’s hands. Handing over the
levers of control, without abrogating an interest in their operation, is the
teacher’s job. It will not be enough, however, simply to say, ‘Feel free
to make changes to your writing before deciding that you have finished
it.’ Initially, children will need frameworks of advice on reading and
redrafting their writing — not that there are any rules about how
extensively or how often children should redraft, or how they should
decide when a piece is finished. It is simply that mature writers reserve
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the right to work on a piece of writing until they are more or less
satisfied with it, and know the benefit of doing so; that right and that
benefit should be available to children too.
As well as becoming critics and assessors of their own work, children
can usefully comment on each other’s writing. There is a double
advantage to this. Most obviously, there is critical space; a writer is
sometimes so close to the writing that it is difficult to keep it all in
focus. Additionally, there is the gap between the learner’s implicit and
explicit knowledge of writing. This applies equally to all aspects of
writing, from understanding the conventions of punctuation to
understanding what constitutes overall coherence in a complete text.
Children’s appreciation as readers of writing is ahead of their active
ability to structure a piece and to control its conventions. Critical
reading of another’s text, followed by discussion, is a way of making
explicit, for a moment, knowledge which is normally implicit. What
readers learn during that discussion will be fed back into their active
competence as writers.
Once again, it will not be enough for the teacher simply to say to
children, ‘Read each other’s work and comment on it however you
like.’ Interactive versions of the frameworks of advice on reading and
redrafting children’s own work should initially be available to help
them to work with each other. However, once it has become normal in a
classroom for children to read critically their own and each other’s
writing in progress, the frameworks of advice will no longer be needed
as conscious devices. They should have become embedded in the
writers’ habits of conversation and thought.
The critical reader of work in progress is one kind of audience. No less
important is the wider audience which reads and enjoys the product.
There are numerous potential audiences for children’s writing. The
most immediate and available audience is all the other children in the
class. Publication should be simple and frequent: regular occasions
when children read their writing to the class; a folder where recently
produced writing from all the children in the class can be read;
extensive use of display space; book-making. Beyond the class are the
other classes in the school. Beyond the school are other local schools.
Beyond the schools is the wider world.
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All these approaches contribute to a single, central aim, which is that
writing should become a purposeful activity rather than the
introspective routine which it has so often been in the past. The child
should see writing fulfilling the purposes which give it power and
worth, becoming a better writer in the process. Purposes are social as
well as individual; they involve readers (and talkers and listeners) as
well as writers in the network of needs, responsibilities and interests
which is the writing community.

Three Sets of Notes on Writing
I offered these sets of notes to teachers during talks I gave or courses I
ran.

Intervening in Children’s Writing – Some
Assertions and Suggestions
1.

There is no magic method which could or should take the place of
the careful, attentive and appreciative response to the whole
substance of what a writer offers.

2.

There is order in all pieces of writing, even in those which seem at
first sight to contain nothing but a mass of errors. Time invested in
trying to understand the error will pay dividends, not just in our
interventions with the particular writer concerned, but with other
writers too.

3.

In the pragmatic reality of the classroom, with limited time to
spend with each individual, we need to decide which are the one or
two important things to say now, and say those. It won’t be
possible to say everything we would like to say. That may be a
good thing, since to mention four minor points as well as two
major ones may lessen the force of what we have said about the
major ones.
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As far as possible, the writer should take the active role in the
revision/editing/correction of his or her writing. The teacher can
encourage this by:
•

making a habit of getting the writer to read the writing aloud,
as the normal first event in the intervention;

•

having the writer control the correcting pencil;

•

directing the writer’s attention to a particular kind of problem,
but inviting him or her to spot and put right the actual
occurrences of that problem. In other words, it is much better
for a teacher to say, ‘Right, in that last paragraph you’ve
missed out four capital letters, three full stops, and you’ve got
two commas where you should have full stops. Can you find
them?’ than to lean over and neatly make all the corrections
himself or herself.

5.

The amount of specific criticism we offer to a developing writer
should normally be in direct proportion to that writer’s level of
confidence and competence.

6.

When we’re forced through lack of time into conventional
‘marking’ at a distance from the writer, the most important thing to
salvage for the writer is the sense that we have ‘been there’ as real
readers, not just as markers. A prose comment which has the feel
of a real response does more good than ticks or brief phrases.

7.

Some ideas for helping writers to develop further:
•

Variety. Pupils can get bored with overdoses of one sort of
writing, whatever it is. A mixture of different types of,
purposes for and formats for writing can provide a forward
thrust;

•

Expansion. Ask for specific additions to detail, description,
plot or argument which can be inserted without the need for
major recasting. This can bring extra length and complexity
to the piece, and extra self-respect in the writer, without the
redrafting task being too daunting;

•

Challenge. If a writer seems to be avoiding certain forms,
suggest a type of writing where those forms will have to be
encountered. For instance, a writer who only ever uses thirdperson narrative may be avoiding the difficulties of
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representing direct speech in writing. It may be time for him
or her to try a story involving conversation;
•

Skeleton support. Supply one element only of a writing task:
the bare bones of a story plot, the outlines of scenes in a play,
the headline arguments of a discursive piece. With the burden
of the invention of those basic structures lifted, the writer may
be able to pay more attention to the texture and detail of a
piece of writing;

•

Make use of as many different forms of sharing, display and
publication of writing as we practically can;

•

Perspective. If writers can see that their writing has come
from somewhere (that it’s better than it was a year ago, a term
ago) they are more likely to want to go forward to somewhere
else. At present, most writers in school have no historical
sense of development. They live in an eternal present, where
it’s easy to get depressed and becalmed.

Some Modest Advice about Making a CaseStudy of a Writer in School
1.

Pick someone who worries but interests you. This is quite likely to
be a writer who is still a long way from complete confidence and
competence. On the other hand, for a short-term study, it may be
best to avoid pupils who are still at the virtual non-writer stage,
tearing up the paper after three words or frightened of the blank
page altogether. (This sort of pupil could be very interesting for a
case-study over two or three years.)

2.

Set yourself a workload which you can realistically manage. The
most comprehensive study of a writer in school would collect
every piece of writing from every subject in the curriculum over a
period of time. That sort of study requires massive commitment of
energy and organisation, as well as the ability to communicate
regularly with colleagues, reassuring any who may be uneasy
about intrusions into their classroom practice. If you decide you
can only manage to look at the writer in your own classroom, or in
one or two other subjects where you can rely on co-operation from
colleagues, the study is still worth doing.
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3.

The most interesting dimension of a pupil’s writing in school is
probably the dimension of development through time. All writers
develop in one way or another, as long as they keep writing.
Occasionally, the development is rapid in a short time; there are
breakthrough moments. Sometimes there are plateau periods,
where on the surface nothing much seems to be happening. The
longer the period over which you can conduct the study, the better.

4.

A photocopier is very useful, though not essential, in this process.
You can make marks and notes on a photocopy which you
probably would not want to make on the original. If the writer can
be encouraged to write in black, photocopies are sharper, and it is
possible to copy the photocopy at a later stage without too much
loss of quality.

5.

A fairly rigorous filing system usually pays dividends in terms of
efficiency and peace of mind, especially when the paper begins to
mount up.

6.

It’s helpful to attach the following information to each piece of
writing:
•

the date(s) of the writing;

•

the context of the writing. What kind of teacher input had
there been, if any? What use of books, worksheets, pictures or
other sorts of printed stimuli? Any other information about
how the writing came about?

•

Was the writing a solitary or collaborative effort? What form
did any collaboration take? How long did the writing take to
complete?

7.

Make sure that all drafts of a piece of writing (if more than one
was done) are kept together, even if the first draft is only an
abandoned couple of lines.

8.

Valuable extra information can be collected from the writer himself
or herself. It’s probably best to be quite open about the fact that
you’re doing a case-study, and to draw the writer into a
collaboration with you. You’ll learn more that way, and the writer
will almost certainly benefit more. Three ways of finding out
about the writer’s own view of his or her writing are:
•

by tape-recording a conversation between you and the writer;
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•

by tape-recording a conversation between the writer and a
friend or group of friends, in which they discuss their writing;

•

by asking the writer to do a piece of writing about writing
itself, called something like ‘My Writing’.

You could provide some guidance questions for any of the three
suggestions just made in point 8 (and the questions could also
provide a structure for a worthwhile task to be undertaken by a
whole class), such as:
•

Do you enjoy writing?

•

What sorts of writing do you like best?

•

Do you think that your writing has improved over the last term
or the last year?

•

What different sorts of writing do you do in one week, in or
out of school?

•

How do you write best? In silence, by yourself? Working and
talking with a friend? Do you change a lot on the page, or do
you mainly think your writing out before you put it down?

•

Are there times when you find writing boring; when you
really have to force yourself to do it?

•

What kinds of books do you like to read? Do you think that
your reading has an effect on your writing?

•

Do you like people to read your writing as soon as you have
done it? Can you take criticism from a teacher, from a friend?
Or does it upset you?

•

What could be done in schools to help pupils write better?

•

When you leave school, what kinds of writing do you think
you’ll do?
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What Ought to Go into a Writing Policy?
1. Something about the process itself, its
nature and purposes
Depends on reader/
writer consensus

Extension of
oral ability

Always a
creative act

THE PROCESS
Differences
from speech

Nurtured by
experience of texts

Personal
satisfaction

Always operating within
the structure of the
writing system

Communication
(enormous variety)

PURPOSES
Focusing and organisation
of unfocused or
disorganised thought

Aidememoire

An effect on
the world
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2. Something about range: the different
types of writing we want our pupils to
experience and practise… and about
development: the competences,
strengths, sophistications we want
pupils to acquire
The sense of a
worthwhile purpose
for the writing and of
readers who matter
(they are informed,
entertained, affected)
and who respond
Control and choice of
overall genre, style,
structure
Control and choice from
sentence to sentence
(the development of the
text as a piece of
discourse)

Maintenance of
intention (the stamina
to get the job done)

Development of
competence

In the very young child,
learning that marks
have meaning, then
learning to control the
making of marks,
leading to development
of handwriting
Control and choice
within a sentence
(vocabulary, syntax,
punctuation, spelling)

RESPONSE TO
LITERATURE, FILM, TV,
OTHER MASS MEDIA
JOURNAL
LETTER

Range of
types

GATHERING AND
RE-PRESENTATION
OF INFORMATION
ARGUMENT
AND OPINION

POETRY
PLAYSCRIPT
AUTOBIOGRAPHY
STORY
DESCRIPTIVE
REPORT
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3. Something about how we teach it
(and how we don’t)
Make space for
natural writers’
behaviour

Recognise
complexity of the
demand to write

Drafting

HOW

Collaboration

Provide variety
of contexts to
produce variety
of outcomes

Critical sense
Developmental
sense

Reinforce
connections and
familiarity with texts
already written

Vary the diet
of types

Real audiences,
purposes, modes
of distribution

With over-emphasis
on quantity

As a punishment
or instrument of
control

HOW NOT

With exclusive
concern for
correctness

In preformulated
decontextualised
segments

By prior
teaching of
analytic
grammar
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4. Something about how we assess it
Amount of criticism in
direct proportion to Involve pupils actively
in self-criticism and
confidence of writer
self-correction
Aim to extend
success as well as
Response to the
attend to failure
whole of what is
written; primary
ASSESSMENT concern
Learning to get
with what
things right is
it
tells
us
probably 80%
experience,
20% instruction
and correction
Response which
bears
in mind the
Correction
Balance of
writer’s
stage of
should look for
encouragement development
pattern in error
and criticism

Decisions on how often,
where, how much
A common
marking policy?

PRACTICAL
OUTCOMES

Decisions on whether, in
addition to making
responses using words, it’s
appropriate to use grades
or other forms of scoring,
and if so, when

A common recordkeeping system?
What form
would it take?
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Record-Keeping: One Model
Like ‘Writing – Some Assertions’ and ‘A Policy for Writing’, this article
appeared in The English Curriculum: Writing, published in 1985 by the
ILEA English Centre (now the English and Media Centre).
[The record-keeping system described in this article is based on that
devised by the English department at Aylwin School in Southwark,
south London, whose work I acknowledge with grateful thanks.]
A record-keeping system in an English department should do a number
of things. It should:
•

give teachers and children a longitudinal record of development, if
it has occurred;

•

take account of the breadth of language activities involved in
English;

•

act as an encouragement or a warning signal so that teachers and
children can take satisfaction in accumulated achievement and be
alerted to areas of failure, no-growth or narrowness of range;

•

become a body of evidence which will aid communication with
parents, transfer of a pupil or class from one teacher to another, and
the giving of information to prospective employers, 6th-form tutors
or further-education colleges.

It should not involve English teachers in enormous extra labour. The
system which we present here does not confine itself to writing, though
writing figures largely in it. It is obviously good practice, bearing in
mind the interrelatedness of the language modes and the fact that many
English activities involve all of them, to report on language
development across a broad front. This model is manageable; it does
not impose an intolerable workload on teachers, and therefore has a
much greater chance of being done properly. It involves the pupils
themselves in the assessment process. It accumulates evidence, and can
thus be a source of satisfaction and sense of growth to pupils and
teachers. It is itself language-based, and avoids the box-ticking or
matrix-filling which, while seeming to provide order and rigour, can
actually fail to tell us anything useful.
Words have many
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disadvantages; they are subjective and can be ambiguous.
The
decisions which lead to the ticking of boxes or to grading on a fivepoint scale are equally subjective, but ticks and grades carry a
summary, frequently unreliable authority which brings with it worse
dangers than ambiguity. Words can do so many things better than can
ticks and grades that they are to be recommended with all their
shortcomings.

The Progress Report
The system has three parts. A Progress Report on each child is
completed by the teacher at least once a year. (If a department feels
able to commit the time and energy to completing the Progress Report
more often than this, three times a year would seem a maximum
desirable frequency, and twice a year perhaps a happy compromise. Let
us assume here the minimum commitment.) It is a good idea to stagger
the time of year for completing Progress Reports, so as to spread the
load. If the Progress Report on each child is completed towards the end
of year 7, in early summer of year 8, in the spring of year 9, at
Christmas of year 10 and in early autumn of year 11, this gives teachers
a good chance to get to know children new to the school, allows even
periods of somewhat less than a year between one Progress Report and
the next, and provides maximum time in the examination course for
teachers and pupils to act on the Report. We are assuming that,
normally, the same teacher will see a class though the two-year
examination course.
In completing the Progress Report, the teacher bears in mind questions
like these:

Reading
•

What kind of reading performance on what kinds of texts?

•

What kind of attitude to reading a shared class or group text?

•

What use of books to get information?

•

What kind of attitude to independent reading, how much and what
sorts of it (in school and at home)?
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What preferences: favoured authors, fiction/non-fiction, poetry,
plays?

How much progress in terms of maturity and autonomy, in terms of
range and difficulty of reading material encountered, since the last
Progress Report / since I’ve known this pupil?

Writing
•

Is writing usually regarded as useful, important, enjoyable?

•

What kind of commitment to a writing task?

•

Interest and ability in particular form or forms of writing?

•

Willingness to experiment with form and style? Willingness to
redraft?

•

How is writing presented: does it allow for easy reading?

•

What kind of control of spelling, punctuation, syntax?

•

What kind of control over larger units (paragraphing, overall
shape)?

•

Does this pupil ever write without being asked to by me?

•

How much progress in terms of control, voice and range as a
writer, since the last Progress Report / since I’ve known this pupil?

Talking/Listening
•

Natural qualities as talker/listener as seen in class?

•

Takes a constructive part in whole-class or large-group activities
(involving description, exploration, debate)?

•

Takes a constructive part in small-group or pair-talk activities
(involving description, exploration, discussion)?

•

In a supportive context, can present/maintain/support/develop/
modify ideas (and respond to others doing so)?

•

How much progress in terms of eloquence, coherence, span of
attention, quality of attention, self-discipline in small-group or
whole-class talk, since the last Progress Report / since I’ve known
this pupil?
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It would make good sense, and be a great saving of labour, if a yearly
Progress Report and the traditional written report to parents became one
and the same thing. This would obviously require whole-school
discussion and decision. One successful English department which has
gone over to this system comments favourably on it, saying that initial
fears about parents’ reactions to the franker tone and greater detail of
the Progress Report have not been justified, and that the honesty of the
unified system is much healthier than the double-dealing which often
occurs when some bland sentences to parents are hardly recognisable as
referring to the same child as information on a filing card in the school.
Gentleness in discussing a child’s difficulties is not incompatible with
telling the truth.
The Progress Report could also become a profile of language
competence which 16-year-olds would take away. This would involve,
following the suggestion above about timing, completing a Report for a
sixth time at the end of year 11, which would no doubt draw heavily on
the two previous Reports, and would have the feel of a more overall
description for a more varied audience.

The Assignment Folder
The second part of the record-keeping system involves an Assignment
Folder. This provides growing evidence of writing. Six times a year in
years 7 to 9, pupils contribute a piece of writing to the Assignment
Folder, which they have in addition to other folders or exercise books.
The Assignment Folder can be the basis for conversation between
teacher and parents, for discussion of progress and problems between
teacher and pupil or at meetings of the English department. Pupils
enjoy seeing this record of their writing ability grow over the years.
The six assignment pieces each year should reflect the range of types of
writing practised in the English classroom, and the development of that
repertoire as children get older.
There is, of course, nothing magic about the number six. Schools might
decide on fewer pieces each year. Six seems sufficiently frequent to
provide a substantial record. The fact that the school year is divided
into six half-terms should be administratively convenient.
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Please write about yourself and your own work. Here are some
questions to help you do this. You do not have to answer all the
questions and you may add anything which you feel is not covered
by them. Please be as honest as you can, and be fair to yourself.
1. How have you been getting on with your work this half-year
in English?
2. What do you think you have learned in the last six months?
3. How much effort have you put into written work, discussion,
drama, reading, homework? Have you made progress in any
of them, or all of them?
4. Is there one piece of work you are particularly pleased with?
5. Are there parts of English that you really enjoy, or really
dislike?
6. Have you found any of the work difficult?
7. Is there anything new or different you would like to do in
English?
8. Make a note of the books you’ve read in English (or out of
school) in the last six months. Also list any films, video or
TV you’ve watched in English, and mention any special
events (like visits) that have happened.

Neither is there any guaranteed best method for collecting the
assignment pieces. Some departments may prefer to do it by individual
negotiation with pupils, so that at some time once a half-term a piece is
transferred into the Assignment Folder, teacher and pupil making sure
that a range of writing accumulates through the year.
Other
departments may want to formalise the process more. The important
thing is that a department should have an agreed policy about the
collection of assignment pieces, and that all teachers in the department
should stick to it.
In years 10 and 11, the writing of assignment pieces in addition to the
production of a coursework folder would be an unhelpful duplication.
The processes of consultation and assessment should continue just as
before, using the coursework folder as it develops. It is highly desirable
for 16-year-olds to take away with them evidence of their achievement

The Teaching of Writing

9! 5

as writers in the previous two years, and so it should be made clear
from the start of year 10 that the coursework folder, in its final form,
will be their portfolio in two years’ time, whatever grade it will have
achieved. [In 2012, I’m well aware that coursework has been and is
being squeezed out of existence by successive government decisions.
This doesn’t diminish the value of maintaining an Assignment Folder
throughout a pupil’s GCSE course.]

The Self-Assessment Piece
Thirdly, pupils’ own assessment of their achievement in English is a
vital element of useful assessment. However ‘unscientific’ our own
view of our own attainment is, it is probably more important than
anyone else’s. We need an historical sense of our own development,
and children need this too.
Self-assessment is a continual and
collaborative process.
As an aid to this, children write a selfassessment piece from time to time, perhaps twice a year. This is best
done by a whole class together, with pupils having their folders and
English books in front of them. They need time to discuss their work
with a friend or group, and should be encouraged to do this in some
detail before writing. They may find the following written guidance
useful:
This record-keeping system is intended, as far as possible, to be an open
one; teachers, pupils and parents engaged in a three-way conversation.
Departments will not necessarily take up the whole package. They may
well want to adopt or adapt parts of it, so as to develop or revise
existing arrangements.
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Chapter Two

The Teaching of Reading
This section contains three pieces on the teaching of reading to young
children. Now, in 2012, I am acutely aware that the debate to which the
first two pieces frequently refer, about the place of phonics teaching
within the overall teaching of reading, is still with us. I briefly discuss
the current situation in a postscript to the second piece.

Politics and the Teaching of Reading
This first piece is the first half of an address, given in Plymouth on 3
April 1991, to the annual conference of the National Association for the
Teaching of English. The title of the address was ‘Politics, Reading and
Knowledge about Language’. I have incorporated most of the content
of the second half of the address, on knowledge about language, in that
section of this website.
I’d like to begin by going back in history to a time when there was
widespread national concern about reading standards. They had fallen
sharply in recent years, according to press reports of a study of some
11- and 15-year-old readers by two educational psychologists, and the
government decided to act. It set up a committee to investigate the
problem. The committee examined the findings of the study, and
advised great caution in interpreting them. One reason was that the
committee was critical of the testing methods that had been used:
‘We do not regard these tests [it said with the emphasis of
italics] as adequate measures of reading ability. What they
measure is a narrow aspect of silent reading comprehension.’
A second reason for caution was that the test results actually
underestimated what many 15-year-olds could do as readers. The tests
were too easy for them, so there was a ‘ceiling effect’, with more
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successful 15-year-old readers bunched together at the top of the
available scale. Thirdly, the committee pointed out that the sample of
children which the researchers had intended to test was not large
enough to have national significance:
‘If national standards are under discussion [it remarked], then
one needs either a national sample or a collection of a large
number of local surveys which taken together represent
accurately the national population. Such a collection does not
exist...’
The committee was sympathetic to the fact that a postal strike had
interfered with the researchers’ plans. Only 60% of those schools
whom the researchers hoped would take part actually received the test
papers. 7% of these, on reading them, declined to conduct the tests. So
the researchers had a sample to work with of just over half the schools
that they had originally intended.
Fourthly, some of the language used in the tests had aged since they
were originally devised. The researchers themselves had pointed out
the limitations of phrases like ‘mannequin parade’ and ‘pacific
settlement of disputes’ as items on the basis of which to measure
present-day children’s meaningful recognition of written language.

Committee Squares up to Survey’s Findings
And there were other drawbacks. Nonetheless, the committee squared
up to the findings of the survey as they stood. Contrary to the
unequivocal reports whose urgency had been the spur to the setting up
of the committee in the first place, it summarised:
‘There is no evidence of a decline in attainment over the years
in the lowest achievers among 15-year-o1ds. Since national
surveys were instituted in 1948 the standards of the poorest
readers have risen, and the gap between the most able and
least able has narrowed. This reflects upon the capacity of
existing tests to measure the achievement of the most able
readers.’ [Conclusion 14]
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and
‘There was no significant change in the reading standards of
11-year-olds over the decade 1960 – 1970, but such movement
as took place after 1964 was in all probability slightly
downwards.’ [Conclusion 15]
The Bullock Committee (for it is they, of course) then went far beyond
the narrow definition of its brief, to make a much wider statement about
language and learning, including the teaching of reading [The Bullock
Committee 1975]. The study of reading standards they had looked at
was The Trend of Reading Standards by Start and Wells, published in
1972 by the National Foundation for Educational Research. (There
were expert commentators who questioned the findings reported by
Start and Wells. For example, Burke and Lewis [1975] critically
reviewed six studies of the reading standards of British school children,
including that by Start and Wells. They paid special attention to the
statistical analysis and evaluation of results in the studies. They found
no justification for a belief that standards were declining. But their
findings were not widely reported.) The Bullock Report’s conclusions
and recommendations about the teaching of reading included the
following:
‘7. The level of reading skill required for participation in the
affairs of modern society is far above that implied in earlier
definitions of literacy…
56. There is no one method, medium, approach, device or
philosophy that holds the key to the process of learning to
read.
58. A detailed understanding of the reading process should
inform decisions about the organisation of teaching, the initial
and in-service education of teachers, and the use of resources.
62. The learning of sound-symbol correspondences should
take place in the context of whole-word recognition and
reading for meaning. It is important… that children should…
have had a full range of pre-reading experiences.
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66. The most effective teaching of reading is that which gives
the pupil the various skills he or she needs to make the fullest
possible use of context cues in search for meaning.
73. It should be established from the beginning in the mind of
the child that reading is primarily a thinking process, not
simply an exercise in identifying shapes and sounds.
79. Reading schemes which use contrived and unnatural
language prevent children from developing the ability to
detect sequential probability in linguistic structure.
83. …The difference in [teachers’] effectiveness lies not in
their allegiance to any one method but in (a) the quality of
their relationships with children, (b) their degree of expert
knowledge, and (c) their sensitivity in matching their teaching
with each child’s current learning needs.’

The Achievement of the Bullock Report
I’m not holding these statements up for unqualified admiration.
Bullock is, of course, a political document, albeit one produced in the
relatively – only relatively – gentle politics of the mid-1970s, and it
hedges its bets on a number of matters, some of which, like the initial
teaching alphabet, now look distinctly quaint, and others of which, like
phonics and reading schemes, are still very much with us. We might
agree that the text of the document is sometimes obliged, in the
interests of compromise, to settle for too easy and optimistic an
eclecticism of method. Nonetheless, the Report’s great achievement
was to place on official record the complexity of the job that teachers of
language do; in the area of reading, it ought not to have been possible
for any responsible person to suggest again that one-dimensional quick
fixes using some kind of transmissional rote would be the salvation of
any teacher or learner; it ought not to have been possible ever again to
escape Bullock’s emphasis on the multi-skilled, meaning-making nature
of all language learning. Bullock gave us a hefty nudge away from:
•

the exercise of language as a set of drills and routines, divorced
from real acts of communication and comprehension;
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•

a curriculum of short tasks, each apparently unconnected with what
had preceded or would follow;

•

the setting of tasks within which the pupil had little or no control;

•

classrooms of isolated individuals performing competitively
against each other, and only for the teacher;

•

the assumption that the teacher’s role is simply to issue instructions
to pupils to do things with language, and then to make judgements
on what they have done;

•

a preoccupation with correctness;

•

a narrow range of formats and purposes for language use.

By the same token, it pushed us towards (or gave us confidence in
maintaining our existing belief in):
•

the use of language as a expression of the desire to mean, achieved
in real acts of communication and comprehension;

•

a curriculum with a shape and sequence to it, understood by
teachers and learners;

•

the setting of tasks within which the pupil has the right to choose,
control, reframe texts and utterances;

•

classrooms where pupils can collaborate with each other, and
criticise and admire each other’s work;

•

the assumption that the teacher is involved in the work of the
classroom as a user of language, albeit with special expertise, and
is prepared to write, read, listen and talk along with the pupils;

•

a primary concern with what pupils say and write, and how they
apprehend the meaning of what others say and write, with an
interest in correctness and control of conventions following from
that;

•

a broad variety of formats and purposes for language use.

We could add another group of characteristics, as important as all these,
where Bullock says something but not much and about which many
people have said more since. We have moved beyond:
•

the idea that language is neutral, transparent;
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•

a model of a classroom as simply a value-free zone for language
trainees.

And we have moved towards:
•

an awareness of what social purposes people use language for, and
what representations of the world are constructed for them through
language;

•

the inclusion of the most significant social categories affecting
language use (gender, race, class, language(s) and/or dialect(s)
spoken) as implicit and explicit considerations in the language and
English curriculum.

Corruption Married to Banality
Now the second each of these two contrasted sets of practices and
concerns are, I guess, approximately what unite us in this room. I said
a moment ago that it ought not to have been possible for any
responsible person to adopt simplistic positions, at least about the
methodology of language learning (the first pair of sets of practices and
concerns), after the Bullock Report. But ought is not the full shilling,
as my grandfather used to say. You will not need reminding that an
argument about standards of reading, complete with corrupt news
management and vitriolic reporting of that corruptly managed news, has
been raging about our heads for nine months now. Only this time the
banality of the arguments marshalled by the attackers, and the
nakedness of their desperation as they try to make up in political
patronage what they lack in integrity or academic rigour, are in a
different league altogether from the concern which led to the setting up
of the Bullock Committee. Start and Wells used inadequate testing
measures on a less than nationally significant sample of the school
population; they were honest enough to draw the reader’s attention to
both these limitations in their report. It wasn’t their fault that the
popularisation of their (arithmetically unreliable) findings shrugged
aside these doubts. Turner et al, 20 years later, used another inadequate
testing measure, the Neale Analysis of Reading Ability, in the survey
[whose report was written by Martin Turner and published in 1990 as
Sponsored Reading Failure] which has provoked the current raging
argument. I’ll quote to you from a review by Peter Pumfrey of the
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Neale Analysis of Reading Ability which appears in Tests in Education,
a comprehensive (in 1984) collection of reviews of educational tests,
compiled by Philip Levy and Harvey Goldstein, published by Academic
Press:
‘The Neale Analysis of Reading Ability has many
weaknesses… They relate to its construction, standardization
and the interpretation of the data the test provides. Such
weaknesses mean that the test cannot fully meet the
professional requirements of users that Neale rightly identified
and aspired to meet. Neale sought to provide a bridge between
the assessment of inter- and intra-individual differences based
on conventional test theory and a more clinically oriented
approach based on a child’s patterns of errors. At the time
when it was first produced, it was in the latter field that it
showed the most promise. It is probably on this, coupled with
the authority and orientation of the institution in which it was
developed, that the test’s popularity has been based. The fact
that there was no other equivalent British-constructed
alternative available in one handy package also contributed to
its popularity with many professionals, despite its limitations.’
Not long before the Neale Analysis was used on this occasion, the
government’s own Task Group on Assessment and Testing had heavily
criticised the kind of test of which it is an example. Nonetheless,
Turner et al went ahead and used the test on a sample of children which
made Start and Wells, postal strikes and all, look statistically as safe as
houses. I don’t expect that most people here have actually read
Turner’s pamphlet, Sponsored Reading Failure, itself; for one thing, it’s
quite hard to get hold of a copy, and when you telephone the publisher
(which is based in a private school in Surrey) and ask for one, a
suspicious voice on the other end of the line enquires what your
motives might be for wanting to read it. The point is, its destructive
political purpose has been achieved so far as its authors are concerned;
it had been achieved before the pamphlet was even published, when
that shadowy but highly organised machinery went into gear which
meant, not for the first time in the last decade, that an utterly
contemptible collection of baseless opinionation suddenly had the status
of a national warning trumpeted throughout the mass media. The
banality of the attempt to offer phonics as an idea in opposition to real
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books; to suggest that if the St George of the former could slay the
dragon of the latter, all would be well in the fair land of Albion; such
banality plumbs depths as deep as any we have been forced to
contemplate in recent years. Phonics, the apprehension of grapho/
phonic correspondences, symbol-to-sound correspondences, is,
according to every government document on the subject of reading
from Bullock onwards, including the reports of the Cox Committee
[1988 and 1989], one but only one of the range of cues by which
readers apprehend meaning in texts. (I’m confining myself here to
government documents, and not adducing the views of specialist writers
on reading.) The material which children read, whether its Rosie’s Walk
[a popular example of a ‘real book’] or Roger Red Hat [a popular
reading scheme], has to be apprehended using that range of cues; the
difference between Rosie and Roger is that the former is going to
provide the richer basis on which young readers can exploit the most
important kinds of reading cues, which are encounters with and then
recognition of words in a range of semantic and syntactic contexts
where they make sense.

HMI Restores Sanity? – Unfortunately Not
The report of last autumn by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate which Mr
McGregor [in autumn 1990 the Secretary of State for Education and
Science] commissioned in order to see whether Rosie was not just
taking the children of the nation for a walk, but taking them for a ride
[Her Majesty’s Inspectorate 1990], is boringly effective in dismissing
Turner’s cries of ‘Wolf!’, or perhaps it should be ‘Hen!’. No single
method of teaching reading had taken the country by storm, it said:
95% of the schools in its sample still made at least some use of reading
schemes. It was critical in equal measure of fundamentalist phonics
teaching which pays no attention to meaning, and of a
misunderstanding of the use of real books which imagines that their use
equals giving no guidance to young readers at all.
And there, unsatisfactorily, the matter should have been left: an
argument that shouldn’t have happened, that clearly had nothing to do
with serious thinking about how children become literate, was
irrelevant even to the official tradition of government statements, a
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tradition which has recently led to the National Curriculum for English
programmes of study for reading, with their emphasis on children
encountering a wide range of appropriate and engaging literature and
information texts; irrelevant also (irony of ironies) to governmentapproved testing procedures at 7 which, whatever we may think of them
in principle, or whatever fears we may have about the difficulty of
administering them, require that children read some real books and, in
the course of doing so, make use of all the meaning-making cues which
readers need as they read aloud a passage, and where the teacher must
count positive miscues as correct.
But that hasn’t quite been the end of the matter, because we have a
Secretary of State at the moment who, unlike his immediate
predecessor, is not just ignorant but ignorant-and-proud-of-it about
these matters. Mr McGregor said, in commissioning the HMI report,
that it was not the business of politicians to lay down the law in public
about the specifics of professional practice in reading. He was not well
informed about this, and was properly modest about his lack of
knowledge. The difference between ignorant and ignorant-and-proudof-it is that Mr Clarke [by April 1991 the Secretary of State for
Education and Science] wallows in public in his ignorance; he is the
chirpy, no-nonsense chappy who allows himself to say to a House of
Commons Select Committee that, speaking as a layman you
understand, phonics make sense and all other methods are eccentric, the
inventions, no doubt he thought, of the obscurantist, left-leaning
educational establishment (that’s us) who have unfortunately got their
hands on children; so he appeals, as any right-thinking plain man
would, to the jury of his peers: ‘You know it makes sense!’ And in case
the jury of his peers doesn’t read Hansard, there is the Daily Mail ready
with the megaphone.
[Shortly after this address was given, the House of Commons Select
Committee on Education came to a view, expressed in much more
parliamentary language than that used here, much like my own about
Turner et al’s ‘research’ (House of Commons Education, Science and
Arts Committee 1991).]
It is sobering to go back to Bullock’s list of conclusions and
recommendations, and see it carefully picking its way through the
discussion after, no doubt, listening to the same dissonant collection of
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voices as have distracted us in recent months. We have made so much
progress, in so many directions, since 1975. There are lots of places
where the honest reader of the Bullock Report, even in raising an
eyebrow, has quickly to check: ‘Was I in advance of that, could I have
put it better than that, in 1975?’ But in spite of all that progress, so far
as a widespread lay opinion has it, we’re still blundering around in a
large field of factionalism and ignorance. The sustainers of that lay
opinion have the genuine interests of children as learners a very long
way down their real – as opposed to their professed – list of priorities.

A More Reliable System of Monitoring
There is a footnote to the story about reading standards, which fills
much of the time between 1975 and the latest debacle. It’s often
forgotten that Bullock, as the very first of its principal
recommendations, proposed that:
‘A system of monitoring should be introduced which will
employ new instruments to assess a wider range of
attainments than has been attempted in the past and allow new
criteria to be established for the definition of literacy.’
We often assign responsibility for the setting up of the Assessment of
Performance Unit to James Callaghan’s 1978 Ruskin College speech.
Because Callaghan’s speech was such a reactionary one, linking teacher
accountability with an attack on progressivism, many of us were
suspicious of the APU when it was set up, thinking that it would be
used as an engine by which to halt and reverse the post-Bullock
impetus, even though Bullock had itself recommended such an
organisation. If halting or reversing the post-Bullock impetus was the
intention, however, the APU bitterly disappointed its creators, by
stubbornly refusing, on the basis of its substantial national surveys, to
announce a) the collapse in literacy amongst the nation’s children or b)
the need for a return to transmission and rote as the principal means of
addressing such a catastrophe. Worse, when it came to suggest, as we
always must do in this kind of debate, that although standards were, so
far as it could see, modestly rising, they could rise faster if teaching
moved in certain directions, the directions it had in mind were
alarmingly like those which I summarised earlier as the main
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components of Bullock’s forward nudge. Here, for example, is the
conclusion of a summary, written by Janet White and published in
1986, of the APU’s findings after sampling and analysing the writing of
11- and 15-year-olds nationally:
‘Pupils could be helped to improve their writing performance in the
following ways:
•

by producing less writing in total,

•

by being encouraged to write for a wider range of purposes and for
a more varied readership,

•

by building on their existing skills as speakers of the language and
being made aware of the contrasting demands of speech and
writing,

•

by constructing for themselves, either as individuals or in groups, a
definite purpose for what they write,

•

by being given regular constructive and systematic feedback about
the quality of their written work,

•

by being made aware of the place of writing in the process of
learning and of the value of note-making and exploratory drafting,

•

by having opportunities to work collaboratively through the stages
of composition and revision.’

What are We Measuring for?
Hmm, what to do? I leap now five years to the Financial Times of 7
November 1990, where there is a letter from Harvey Goldstein and
Alison Wolf, professor of statistics and research lecturer respectively at
the University of London Institute of Education. Harvey Goldstein,
many people will know, is an internationally respected educational
statistician, and one of a select group of that company who is also
genuinely interested in children’s learning. He likes to ask the question:
‘What are we measuring for?’ His and Alison Wolf’s letter, under the
title ‘Tests and what they will show’, reads as follows:
‘Sir, Norma Cohen (“MacGregor gets back to basics,” October
20) tells us that the government hopes its new tests for sevenyear-olds will “assess whether it is raising educational
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standards”. How many people, inside or outside government,
are aware that these tests can do no such thing? To look at
changes over time, one needs comparable information from
comparable sources. The government, for all its commitment
to “raising standards” is doing nothing to provide such
information.
On the contrary. The Assessment of Performance Unit (APU)
surveys have been in existence for a number of years and have
developed a range of proven and high-quality assessments.
They were the source of the recent, widely reported study of
changes in children’s maths performance. These surveys have
now been ended and there are no plans for APU surveys in the
future.
Furthermore, England has opted not to participate in the
literacy survey of the International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). In the past,
IEA tests have been administered by the National Foundation
for Educational Research. It has withdrawn and done so at a
time of widespread concern over reading standards. Yet
nothing has been done by the government to encourage
continuing English participation in the survey.
Instead, we are to have a collection of “standardized
assessment tasks”, which, as a result of the first round of
piloting, are to be drastically pruned, and hastily reassembled.
The first round of testing will no doubt lead to further
changes. The results of such assessments cannot be compared
with any previous APU or international survey results. In any
case, the government’s system of national testing has not been
designed to study the factors associated with success and
failure. It therefore can tell us little about what is really
happening and why.
On the other hand, both the APU and the IEA studies have
collected a wealth of information about the schools the
children attend, the actual curriculum they receive, and the
characteristics of their teachers. Past analyses of these data
have provided us with much of what we know about the
context of schooling and its relationship with achievement. It
would seem to us that the government has been badly advised
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on this issue. If it is interested seriously in monitoring
achievement it should reconsider its position on support for
both the APU and IEA studies.’
What do you do with a national system of monitoring, as called for in
1975 by government report, when, 15 years later, it has failed to give
you the numbers you wanted to hear and has pointed in directions it
was not supposed to point? You close it down. You prefer to pay
attention to the findings of a small group of educational psychologists
who have administered a discredited test to a cohort of children which
has no national statistical significance.

Topics of Totemistic Power
The reason I’ve dwelt on this reading issue, apart from the fact that it’s
been in our minds recently, is that it’s as good an example as any of the
way in which a number of concerns in our line of work have, in
destructive hands, a publicity value, a totemistic power, which is quite
beside the point of the serious debates to be had about learning and
teaching them and about how they belong with everything else that
needs to be said about the complex activity of which they form a part.
You know some of the other concerns: they include grammar, spelling,
great literature and Standard English. And you also know the major
arenas in which officially sponsored initiatives about language have
been played out. Since Bullock, they are: the 1978 Callaghan speech
and the setting-up of the APU, which I have mentioned; the booklet
English from 5 to 16 (1984) and Responses to English from 5 to 16
(1986); the report of the Kingman Committee (1988); the reports of the
Cox Committee (1988 and 1989) and the arrival, as from 1989 and
1990, of the National Curriculum for English. There have, in the 1980s
and 1990s, also been three large government-sponsored curriculum
projects on language: the National Writing Project, the National Oracy
Project and the Language in the National Curriculum Project. The last
of these was set up in direct response to the publication of the Kingman
Report. Sorry to bore you with that familiar list. I wanted to remind us,
first, of just what a lot has been said and written, at government behest,
about language; secondly and more importantly, I want to identify a
pattern of government behaviour which links the stimulus for,
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production of and response to most of these initiatives. It’s a pattern
with which we’ve become so familiar in recent years that we could be
forgiven for regarding it almost as a law of nature.
Deep government concern is prompted by the voices of those who,
occasionally honourably but mistakenly, most often for the narrowest
and most malicious of political motives, pronounce that children are
being led astray because of the abandonment of something
straightforward and old-fashioned in favour of something complicated,
new-fangled and ‘political’ (code for ‘left-wing’, ‘a production of the
“educational establishment”’). Government does the only thing it can
do: it commissions a group of responsible people to investigate the
matter.
Recently, it has become more careful in its choice of
‘responsible people’; it wants them to come back with an answer along
the lines of: ‘Yes minister, you were right to be concerned.
“Straightforward and old-fashioned” has indeed been abandoned; it
should instantly be reinstated.’ Group of responsible people, however
carefully selected, comes back with the wrong answer. Desperate
battles are fought behind the scenes about a form of words to be made
public; the battles are always between those with the knowledge but
without the power and those with the power but without the knowledge.
Form of words is finally published. So far as gatherings of people like
this one is concerned, the form of words is usually less than
satisfactory, but not as bad as initially feared. So far as the government
is concerned, the affair is more mess and frustration along the rocky
road which is supposed to lead to political advantage. So far as the
voices who have had the ear of government these last 12 years are
concerned, another carefully laid plot has gone wrong; and of late,
having in their terms lost the great battle of the National Curriculum,
sabotage in retreat is their only option and satisfaction, and any method
will do…
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Teaching Children to Read: What
Should We Do?
The first piece in this section was about the fiercely contested political
context in which debates about elements of the teaching of English, of
which the teaching of reading was (and is) a prime example, were (and
are) conducted. This second piece is more methodological. It’s a
combination and expansion of sets of notes on the teaching of reading
which formed the basis of talks I gave to groups of teachers.
I’m sorry to begin with the statement of a fact with which you’re
wearily familiar: the teaching of reading is an area which has been and
is being fought over. To try to explain why this should be is not the
main purpose of my being here today. You’re hoping to know by the
end of this talk what my view is of the best way to help our children to
become competent and confident readers. I intend to try to satisfy your
hope. But it won’t be possible to do that without referring frequently to
ideas and practices which have been taken out of the arena of
professional discussion and turned into slogans of popular debate and
controversy. I’m sorry about that, but there we are.

Reading: Two Camps
Two camps, two schools of thought and opinion, dominate the reading
debate. One says that when a child learns to read, he or she relies on a
system of symbol-to-sound correspondences. The term popularly used
to describe this system is of course phonics. Enthusiastic proponents of
phonics believe that it is the only means by which children learn to
read, and they believe that the system can be taught. There are a
number of intellectual sources from which phonics has sprung, of
which the most important is probably behaviourist psychology: that
school of psychology which says that human behaviour can best be
understood as a set of responses to stimuli. In the case of reading, the
stimulus is the word (or more usually the part of the word) on the page
or the wall or the flash-card or the computer screen, and the response is
the child’s attempt to say aloud what that word or word-part ‘says’.
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The other camp says that reading is a predictive, meaning-making
activity where the reader brings more to the text than the text brings to
the reader. That’s not to say that the text brings nothing to the reader.
As someone else has wittily remarked, you can’t read with the light out.
But this camp says that neither can the ability to read be transmitted
automatically. It has to be discovered afresh by each new potential
reader. Again, there are various intellectual sources for this position, of
which the most important is a branch of psycholinguistics which is
interested in how the learning brain generalises from information about
language which it receives. Psycholinguists of this school recognise
that we say, write, think and understand things in the course of our
lives which go far beyond the mere copying or re-enactment of direct
experiences of language we have had. Humans are creative in this area
of their activity, as they are in every other area; and this fact has
immense implications for readers, including beginning readers.

The People in Between
So, two camps; and in between these two camps, you. You are the
people who actually teach children to read. You are the people who
make sure, despite all the gloom-mongering on the part of governments
and newspapers, that every year hundreds of thousands of children in
schools in this country perform that remarkable feat. How do you do
it? I suggest that, for the most part, you do it by an eclectic, pragmatic
mixture of methods. You use whatever works. You’re suspicious of
miracle cures or evangelistic enthusiasts guaranteeing success if you
will only use their method, and if you will only use only their method.
And you’re right to be sceptical in that way.
Also stationed between the two camps are the children. Children are
remarkable survivors. They learn to do things, including learning to
read, in all sorts of circumstances, having been exposed to all sorts of
teaching methods. And a method which a teacher thinks has been the
key to success in teaching a child to read may not necessarily deserve
that accolade. If one could go back and, as it were, run the secret tape
which reveals the truth about what was going on in the child’s brain at
the crucial period of his or her advance towards confidence and control
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as a reader, some quite other influence might turn out to have been the
key.
I’ve just said that children are remarkable survivors. That’s true of the
majority. But we know, alas, that there is a significant minority of
children who don’t achieve confidence and control as readers by the
time they leave primary school, and a smaller minority who don’t even
do that by the time they leave secondary school. This is a matter of
grave concern, which we must address. And incidentally, when I refer
to these minorities I’m not talking about that even smaller minority of
children who are permanently damaged or disabled in some way, and
who need very special kinds of support in their learning. I’m talking
about children who ought to be able to learn to read well enough, but
don’t. What should we do for them?

The Common-Sense Authority of Phonics
I will come back to that question, I promise. But I’m going to return
now to our first camp: to those who believe that phonics holds the key
to success in learning to read. There is a common-sense authority
underlying their position, based on the fact that our writing system
makes use of an alphabet. Alphabets did emerge, it is true, as attempts
to match single symbols to single sounds. The Egyptians gave their
hieroglyphs to the Phoenicians, who were the first people, so far as we
know, to adapt picture symbols in order to construct an alphabet. The
Phoenicians had no symbols for vowels. They gave their alphabet to
the Greeks, who introduced vowels. One version of the Greek alphabet
was the model for the Roman or Latin alphabet, in which, of course,
Latin was written. ‘The Roman [or Latin] alphabet’ is the term still in
use in English and in other languages for that group of letters (26 in
English; slightly different numbers in the case other languages). The
ancient Greek alphabet is also the ancestor of the Cyrillic alphabet,
which is used today to write Russian and other languages in eastern
Europe and Asia. It is also, in another variation, the ancestor of the
modern Greek alphabet.
To return from ancient history to the present day: yes, the cat sat on the
mat. Yes, the rain in Spain falls mainly on the plain. Yes, Ned is in his
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red bed. So, game, set and match to phonics, no?
further discussion?

What need we

The Shortcomings of Phonics
You can probably tell that I’m going to try to stick some spokes in the
wheel of the triumphant phonics chariot. But before I do, let me
acknowledge without any difficulty that there are regular symbol-tosound correspondences in written English; that there are lots of them;
and that we should certainly make use of this convenient fact as we
help children to learn to read. But here’s my single, central objection to
the zealotry with which some people advance the phonics banner: these
people claim that symbol-to-sound correspondences are the only means
by which children learn to read. Furthermore, they claim that any other
method is not merely useless but damaging. I’m going to show that this
zealotry is misguided.
Phonics zealots would have a bit of a problem if they went to China.
Here, not just hundreds of thousands but many millions of children
every year learn to read using a writing system which has nothing to do
with symbol-to-sound correspondences at all. These are the future
citizens of the most populous (and, I suspect, in the next century the
most powerful) country in the world. Their numbers dwarf ours. They
learn to read using a system of pictographs – symbols standing for
whole things or ideas – which has evolved over the last 5,000 years. If
they do that, then here’s my first spoke in the phonics wheel: whatever
the debate we’ll have when we come to alphabetic writing systems,
nobody can say that symbol-to-sound correspondences are the only
means by which all children learn to read. And if children in the most
populous country in the world use other means entirely to learn to read,
might it not be the case that children even in countries which use
alphabetic systems employ some of the strategies which Chinese
children employ to make sense of texts?
But quickly to English, which is the language you teach. Our alphabet
has 26 letters. The spoken English language, most linguists agree, has
43 phonemes. A phoneme is the linguistic term for the smallest unit of
sound in a language. The letter ‘a’, whose name is pronounced ∕eɪ∕ ,
stands for the simple phoneme ∕a∕ in the words ‘cat’, ‘sat’ and ‘mat’.
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So far, so straightforward. It’s also pronounced ∕eɪ∕ (like its name) in
the words ‘hay’, ‘say’ and ‘may’. It’s also pronounced ∕ɑː∕ in the
words ‘father’, ‘rather’ and ‘cart’. It’s also pronounced ∕ɛː∕ in the
words ‘care’, ‘dare’ and ‘stare’. It’s also pronounced ∕(ə)∕ in the words
‘about’, ‘thousand’ and ‘royal’. I could easily give similar sets of
examples for most of the other letters of the alphabet, and particularly
for the vowels. So, to start with, we must agree that symbol-to-sound
correspondences are not simple one-to-one relationships. To be fair,
most phonics enthusiasts do allow that.
Let us come now to pairs of letters. Again, taking a very common
example, let’s look at ‘t’ plus ‘h’ as in ‘the’. The sounds of the separate
two letters ‘t’ and ‘h’ do not make the sound ∕ð∕ when those two letters
are put side by side, however hard you may try to convince yourself
that they do. And while we’re on one of the commonest words in the
language, the definite article, let’s look at another very common word,
which also starts with ‘th’, whose next letter is also a vowel, and which
also has one syllable: the word ‘thing’. Would you do me a favour?
Would you put a finger across your throat and say the word ‘the’?
Thank you. Very good. Now put your finger across your throat and say
the word ‘thing’. Very good. Did you notice any difference between
those two experiences? Yes? Yes. When you said ‘the’ you felt a
vibration in your throat. That was your voice box being activated.
When you said ‘thing’, there was no vibration in the throat. The sound
was being made solely in the mouth. The first sound was voiced; the
second was unvoiced. So, as well as agreeing that the sounds of the
separate letters ‘t’ and ‘h’ don’t make the sound ∕ð∕ when those letters
are put side by side at the beginning of ‘the’, we have also to agree they
don’t make another sound, ∕θ∕, when they’re put together at the
beginning of the word ‘thing’, either. The pronunciation of these
terribly common words is something that children have to learn by
means other than the simple matching of single letters to single sounds.
And there are lots of other examples: try thinking of the pairs of vowels
‘e’ plus ‘a’, or ‘o’ plus ‘a’ or ‘a’ plus ‘i’, for example. That last example
takes me back to the rain in Spain. Of course, ‘a’ plus ‘i’ makes ∕eɪ∕.
Obvious. ‘a’ plus ‘i’ between two consonants will always say ∕eɪ∕,
won’t it? But suppose Ned left his teddy bear on the stairs before he
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got into his red bed. It’s the sort of thing a little child might easily do.
There you are, ‘a’ plus ‘i’ are between two consonants in ‘stairs’, so
they should make the same sound as it ‘rain’, no? No. We know that
those two letters, when put side by side in that place, make the sound
∕ɛ∕. They make the same sound as in ‘bear’. But hold on a minute,
that same sound is represented in the same sentence by the letters ‘e’
plus ‘a’, not the letters ‘a’ plus ‘i’. What is going on here? Perhaps ‘e’
plus ‘a’ is just another combination to give us the sound ∕ɛ∕ when those
letters come between two consonants. As in ‘beat’, where those two
letters make the sound ∕iː∕? Which is the same sound as in ‘meat’, that
you eat, of course, unless you’re a vegetarian, but also as in ‘meet’
when you meet someone, which is spelt a different way.
You can see where this is leading. To repeat: my examples are the
commonest, simplest words, the sort that beginning readers will have to
encounter and make sense of. Not only is successful reading not just to
do with matching single letters to single sounds; neither is it just to do
with matching combinations of letters, whether of consonants or
vowels, to single sounds. Most of the single letters in our alphabet are
associated with more than one sound; and, in the case of the vowels,
with many sounds, as I’ve said (by the way, the word ‘said’ gives us a
third sound, ∕ɛ∕, courtesy of ‘a’ plus ‘i’). Even a simple letter like ‘k’
has two sounds, as in the word ‘knock’, where one of those ‘k’s makes
the sound of silence.

A Correspondences Map?
Now, of course, it would be possible to analyse all the symbol-to-sound
correspondences in English, and draw up a kind of map to guide the
early reader through this difficult territory. It would be a pretty
complicated map. I can tell you that there are over 300 different
symbol-to-sound correspondences between letters or letter
combinations in the 20,000 commonest English words. That’s quite a
lot to learn. Worse from the point of view of our five-year-old
beginning to read, the correspondences are most various with the
commonest words of all: the very words that he or she is coming across
most frequently. Some helpful American linguists called Berdiansky,
Cronnell and Koehler [1969] took the 6,000 commonest one- and two-
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syllable words from the schoolbooks of a group of six- to nine-yearolds, and worked out that these 6,000 words required the knowledge of
211 symbol-to-sound correspondences in order to be read properly.
When they came to look at these 211 correspondences more closely,
they made a decision that 166 of the correspondences could be classed
as rules, and 45 must be classed as exceptions. They defined a rule as a
correspondence that occurred 10 or more times in the 6,000 words.
They defined an exception as a correspondence that occurred nine or
fewer times. So, when is a rule not a rule? Answer: when it’s an
exception.

Historical Change in English Pronunciation
Given all this, it’s pretty amazing that any child learns to read at all,
isn’t it? Yes it is, and I’m going later to try to describe how children
achieve that success. But before that, I want to point out some other
features of our writing system which children must encounter, and
which defy simple symbol-to-sound correspondences. They relate to
the history of English.
We all know that English, both spoken and written, has changed
massively since it emerged from the dialects of the Germanic tribes we
know as the Angles and the Saxons 1,500 years ago. It was changed
when the Vikings invaded. It was changed hugely when the Normans
invaded. It’s been changed by the march of technology, particularly
from the 17th century onwards.
The grammar, vocabulary and
pronunciation of English have evolved and continue to evolve.
Changes in pronunciation mean that we pronounce the word ‘light’ like
‘white’ or ‘bite’, apparently ignoring the two consonants ‘g’ and ‘h’,
which sit there before our five-year-old reader like elephants in the
room. What can they be doing there? Well, the word ‘light’ originates
from the Anglo-Saxon version of the modern German word licht, and
we can imagine that in a much earlier period in English’s history, at the
time of Chaucer say, ‘light’ was pronounced approximately as licht is
now, with the sound ∕x∕ representing the ‘g’ plus ‘h’. As you know,
there’s a big group of words in modern English that have a silent ‘g’
plus ‘h’ in them, always after a vowel or vowels, often before a
consonant as in ‘light’, sometimes at the end of a word as in ‘though’.
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(Incidentally, how strange it is that ‘o’ plus ‘u’ as in ‘thought’ is
pronounced differently from ‘o’ plus ‘u’ as in ‘though’, and differently
again from ‘o’ plus ‘u’ as in ‘through’, but the same as ‘a’ plus ‘u’ as in
‘taught’. Don’t get me started on that again; we’d be here all night.)
There are many other examples of words which have moved well away
from simple symbol-to-sound correspondence because of historical
changes in pronunciation: ‘special’, ‘move’ and ‘son’ are three of them.

The Scribes
Then there are the scribes. Before the invention of printing, as we all
know, the written language was carried down the centuries by scribes.
It must have been weary work, turning out those manuscripts, although
not as weary as trying to get a living off the land under the feudal
system. One particular problem the scribes had was to do with the
absence of loops. In those days, English writing didn’t make a
distinction between the letters ‘u’ and ‘v’, one a vowel, one a
consonant; they were both written as ‘u’, as they had been in Latin. If
you had a word like ‘luue’, which has become our modern word ‘love’,
or a word like ‘abuue’, which has become our modern word ‘above’, it
was hard to know where one letter ended and the next began. The
upstrokes and downstrokes ran into each other. So it seems that at some
point some scribes just decided to differentiate the letters from each
other by putting a loop on the top of the ‘u’ which was a vowel, but not
on the top of the ‘u’ which was a consonant. Don’t ask me how the
fashion caught on, or why the scribes didn’t at the same time
differentiate ‘u’ from ‘v’ as we do today. (Perhaps they did later, or
perhaps the distinction only came about with printing.) I don’t know
the answers to those questions, although expert historians of the English
language do. The fact is that the vowel ‘u’ in ‘luue’ and ‘abuue’
become an ‘o’, as it is today. Nothing to do with sound.
When I was a boy, one or two of my teachers made the unsuccessful
attempt to tell the class that the correct way to pronounce the words
‘which’, ‘where’, ‘what’ and so on was ‘h-wich’, ‘h-wear’, ‘h-wot’.
This always puzzled me. I know now that the originals of those words
in Anglo-Saxon did indeed have the ‘h’ before the ‘w’. It seems that
some scribes decided, wrongly, that these words were analogous to
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other words where ‘h’ was the second letter, following another
consonant, like ‘church’ or ‘ship’. And perhaps this was another case of
too many letters with identical upstrokes and downstrokes crowded
together, which would certainly be true of ‘h-wich’, if you can imagine
the ‘w’ as literally a double ‘u’ followed immediately by an ‘i’.
Anyhow, they began to write the ‘h-wich’, ‘h-wear’, ‘h-wot’ words with
the ‘w’ first. And ever since I learnt that, I’ve wondered whether my
teachers’ hopeless efforts in the 1950s to get us to pronounce those
words with the ‘h’ first owed something to a remote memory, handed
down through the centuries, perhaps with the help of some clever-dick
scholars along the way.

Etymology in Modern Spelling
Talking of clever-dick scholars, there was a rash of them in the 17th
century. Some of them noticed that there were English words which
had become semi-detached from their etymological origins.
For
instance, the English words ‘dette’ and ‘doute’, spelt d-e-t-t-e and d-ou-t-e (our modern words ‘debt’ and ‘doubt’) had originally come from
the Latin words debeo, ‘I owe’ and dubito, ‘I doubt’. How naughty of
them to have abandoned their ‘b’s in the interim! (In fact, the ‘b’s had
disappeared from early French some time after the Romans disappeared
from Gaul.) The scholars put the now silent ‘b’s back where they
belonged, and those words and others similarly interfered with have
been giving us trouble ever since.
This last was an example of what you might call retrospective
etymologising. Etymology of a non-retrospective kind has played a
very important part in the establishment of modern spelling patterns
which have nothing to do with sound. We all know the huge debt (with
a ‘b’) that English owes to Latin and, through Latin, to ancient Greek.
Let’s look at one family of English words which acknowledge that debt:
the family which has the particle ‘phone’ in it. (Of course, we
commonly and casually use ‘phone’ as a whole word, as an
abbreviation of ‘telephone’.) ‘Phone’ comes from the Greek word
meaning ‘voice’. The Greeks didn’t use the pair of letters ‘p’ plus ‘h’ to
make the sound ∕f∕. They had their own letter, ‘φ’, to do that. For
reasons that I could discover but don’t know at the moment, when
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Greek words to do with sound and the voice came into Latin, the
Romans decided to use the letters ‘p’ plus ‘h’ to represent the sound
∕f∕. It’s from Latin, not from Greek, that this convention has come.
You will not need convincing that the separate sounds of the letters ‘p’
and ‘h’ could not in a month of Sundays be persuaded to blend into the
sound ∕f∕. This convention is nothing to do with sound, but to do with
the spelling decisions of a culture which flourished 2,000 years ago.
Interestingly, modern Italian, which you might have expected to have
continued the Latin ‘p’ plus ‘h’ convention, has abandoned it
completely; it spells the words in that family with an ‘f’. And it’s the
most glorious of ironies that the word ‘phonics’ is about the least
appropriate example there is of the rigid adherence to symbol-to-sound
correspondences which its more zealous believers wish to impose on
everyone else.

Spellings to Do with Meaning
One final group of challenges to the simple view of symbol-to-sound
correspondences is to do with meaning. Consider the plurals of the
words ‘horse’, ‘cat’ and ‘dog’: words that young children are likely to
encounter often in their early reading. If you say those words in their
plurals – go on, do it now – you’ll notice that the single letter ‘s’ at the
ends of those words makes a different sound in each case. In the case
of ‘horses’ it’s ∕ɪz∕; in the case of ‘cats’ it’s ∕s∕; in the case of ‘dogs’
it’s ∕z∕. You’ll say that these are small differences. I agree, they are.
But you’ll agree that the use of the letter ‘s’ to form the English plural
is easily the commonest of way of doing it, and that it occurs in the case
of tens, probably hundreds of thousands of words in the language. It’s a
good example of the use of a letter, in this case ‘s’, to do a job
connected with meaning, in this case to signify plurals, rather than
simply to represent one sound. Another example of this kind of thing
occurs when two words which are spelt the same way are pronounced
differently depending on their meaning: ‘content’ as in the content of a
book and ‘content’ as in ‘I am content’; or ‘reading’, the activity we’re
talking about today and ‘Reading’ the town (spelt, I agree, with a
capital letter, but then ‘reading’ could also be spelt with a capital if it
were the first word of a sentence). Or consider these two sentences: ‘I
will read the book tomorrow.’ and ‘I read the book yesterday.’ Same
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word, spelt the same way, used in a different tense in the two examples,
and pronounced differently.

The Written Language and Reading: a Complex
Relationship
Enough. I hope I’ve done enough to make my point that we will not
properly understand the relationship between the written English
language and the teaching of reading except by recognising that the
relationship is far more complex (and far more interesting) than can be
explained by simple symbol-to-sound correspondences. Let us return
for a moment to the 211 correspondences for the 6,000 commonest oneand two-syllable words in those children’s schoolbooks (of which the
words ‘one’ – o-n-e – and ‘two’ – t-w-o – must be two of the most
eloquent examples – I wonder whether the correspondences they
represent are regarded as rules or exceptions?). If a child were made to
learn, deliberately, one by one, all those correspondences, all those
symbol-sound matches, he or she would never learn to read, because
deliberate symbol-sound matching is too slow a process to be called
reading, however speedily a determined decoder of print or handwriting
learnt to make those matches. Such a person would be operating at a
level of frustration which would soon lead to him or her abandon the
activity altogether.

Autobiographical Digression
I’m going to take a risk here, which is to tell you about how I learnt to
read. The risk is that the story has elements of ‘sweetness’ about it.
You might think it sentimental. Or you might think, ‘That’s all very
well for him. He’s up there talking about the Phoenicians and ancient
Greece. I can’t apply his experience to an ordinary child in my class.’
Well, I’ll take that risk, principally to illustrate my point about the
dangers of teaching symbol-to-sound correspondences as the exclusive
means of teaching reading.
I learnt to read sitting on my father’s lap. He had a book called
Amphibians of the British Isles. On each left-hand page was factual
text about the creature illustrated on the right-hand page. My father
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pointed out the illustration of a natterjack toad or an edible frog, or of
one of dozens of other amphibians. Imitating his voice, I spoke the
words ‘natterjack toad’ or ‘edible frog’ while his finger was next to the
illustration. Then he ran his finger under the words where they labelled
the illustration, and I repeated the phrase after him. Then he read to me
the paragraph on the left-hand page, which (as I confirmed years later
when I was a mature reader) was written in good plain prose, aimed at
the interested but non-specialist naturalist. After a few encounters with
these paragraphs, in which I listened with physical pleasure to my
father’s soft, reassuring reading voice, I began to read aloud words,
phrases and whole sentences which I recognised. Each success in doing
this was confirmed by my father kissing me on the top of my head. He
used the same technique with other books too, mostly factual not
fictional, and always illustrated, and within a few weeks I could read
independently.
My father had no training as a linguist or a teacher. He would have
hesitated if asked to name the grammatical functions of each of the
words in the phrases and paragraphs he was reading, though he would
have managed some. He could not have discussed with me the
discourse structures which meant that the description of the habits and
habitat of the natterjack toad was a satisfying, accumulating snowball
of meaning as he read it, not simply a collection of disjointed, if true,
facts about the beast. If, having read to me the sentence ‘Natterjack
toads hibernate in winter.’, he had stopped to point out that the ‘i’ in
‘hibernate’ is pronounced differently from the ‘i’ in ‘winter’ because,
often but not always, ‘i’ when followed by a consonant followed by
another vowel is pronounced long (‘pine’ or ‘mile’, but be careful about
‘pigeon’, ‘pivot’ or ‘pity’, something different is going on there, those
second vowels [apart from the ‘y’ in ‘pity’] are not concluding vowels,
that’s the difference, remember that) and, often but not always, ‘i’ when
followed by a double consonant is pronounced short (‘pill’ or ‘miss’,
but be careful about ‘sign’ or ‘might’, something different is going on
there, those silent consonants are there for etymological reasons, those
are not straightforward symbol-to-sound correspondences, remember
that); if he had been foolish or half-informed enough to do these things,
my attention might have wandered.
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The Big Question
So – and now I come to try to fulfil the promise I made at the beginning
– how do children learn to read, and how do we help them to do so?
The main answer has a beguiling simplicity. They learn to read by
being introduced to and then recognising and remembering whole
words in contexts that make sense, drawing on their existing
understanding of those words in the spoken language. There are about
50,000 words in the sight vocabulary of a person who can read a
popular newspaper or magazine, and many more in the sight vocabulary
of a more highly educated person. That sounds pretty impressive.
Surely to goodness they can’t have done it without being taught some
rules in advance? Surely to goodness they can, once we begin to think
about the enormous power of the learning brain.
By the time a child is three years old, he or she has learned to recognise
and distinguish many thousands of faces, places and things. Faces of
family and friends; shapes of toys; shapes and behaviour of animals; the
difference between a knife and a pencil (both pointed things that you
can hold); colours; characters on television; machines of many kinds;
different kinds of food, and their names: the hugely varied reality of the
world surrounding the child and making an impression on him or her is
being sorted and named. It’s being named, of course, with the help of
the child’s developing spoken language. It was James Britton who
memorably said: ‘Reading and writing float on a sea of talk.’ This
complex and varied world, being named, being understood, forming
patterns that make sense in the child’s mind (the bed is in the bedroom,
not the kitchen; mum or dad sound the way they do, not like granny and
granddad who come to the house sometimes; cows don’t bark and dogs
don’t moo; pencils of different colours make marks of different colours
on paper, and those colours can be named, and can make pictures of
things or people that can be named): this world, already coming under
the child’s comprehension and control, is actually far more complex
and varied and, if you like, challenging to decode than the first written
words which the child will encounter in a book or on the wall or on a
bus or in a shop or on the front of the fridge. The breakthrough
moment for a young reader is when he or she realises that those marks
which he or she notices in any of those places actually relate to sounds
which he or she already understands as words in speech. Closely
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connected to this realisation is another: that sounds are temporary but
print is permanent.
I want to repeat the thought that those many thousands of faces, places
and things are meaningful to the child because they exist in contexts
that make sense. When a child comes to read pieces of continuous text,
he or she similarly apprehends words in contexts that make sense: in
patterns and groups. If that were not the case, if words existed
independently of each other, then 50,000 flash cards would be the best
way to learn 50,000 words. I also want to emphasise the supreme
importance of the development of spoken language, because learning to
read might be described as discovering a closely related (but not
identical; there are differences) world of meaning – the written
language – to set next to and interacting with the world of meaning –
the spoken language – with which the child is already familiar.

Surrounded by, Drenched and Soaked in
Meaning
In a moment, I’m going to list the different kinds of support, or clue,
that young readers rely on as they encounter texts. But before that, I
want to say something that I hesitate to say because you may think it’s
too obvious. You may think, ‘I didn’t need to come here to hear him
say that. I do that five days a week.’ To return to my statement that
beginning readers learn to read by being introduced to and then
recognising and remembering whole words in contexts that make sense,
I must add that of course they need to be absolutely surrounded by,
drenched and soaked in meaningful and interesting writing.
Meaningful and interesting writing can be found in all kinds of places,
but let’s start with the most obvious place: books. Books that the
teacher reads to the class. Big books where the children can follow the
words as he or she reads. Books that, once the child has heard and seen
them read aloud by the teacher (or any other adult in the room), he or
she can read in a group or alone, repeating the experience more
independently. Books which might be accompanied by a tape so that
the child can hear an experienced reader giving voice to the marks on
the page. Books which older children in the school might come into the
class once a week to read with the younger ones. Books in the school
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library, and down the road at the local public library for a visit once a
week or once a fortnight. Books which go home to be read before
bedtime or whenever there’s a quarter of an hour to spare. There need
to be lots of them about. Fortunately, there’s no shortage of interesting,
entertaining, beautifully illustrated books for beginning readers now.
You’ll tell me that funds aren’t limitless. I know. But get hold of as
many as you can.
Let me also say how important re-reading is. The adult reader and the
older child reader will re-read books from time to time and enjoy the
experience. For the beginning reader, however, re-reading is vital.
There is something about the revisiting – it may be again and again and
again – of words, phrases, sounds and whole texts which seems to earth
and reinforce understandings in the beginning reader’s brain. We
should never be impatient with a beginning reader’s desire to return and
re-return to a book.
Apart from books, there are other places where meaningful and
interesting writing can be seen. All over the classroom walls, for a
start. In the corridors. In the hall. In the course of a half-hour walk
outside the school. On schools television, where both the BBC and ITV
[and later, Channel 4] have some great programmes for early readers.
The young child’s learning environment must be saturated with this
meaningful and interesting writing, pitched at the range of levels of
competence represented by the children in the class; but don’t get too
hung up on exact micro-levels of difficulty – there’s a great deal of
pseudo-science to do with the measurement of difficulty in texts. Use
your best judgment, and have books and other texts of a range of
difficulty which will challenge your most confident readers and support
your least confident.
The reason why I’ve made a statement which may be obvious to you is
that, without it, the next part of what I’m going to say, which is about
the clues which readers use to make sense of texts, would be like a
series of hooks with nothing to hook on to. Beginning readers need the
raw material on which their brains can get to work. They need to see
lots of words in meaningful and interesting groups so that their
powerful remembering brains can first, obviously, remember; but next,
and equally important, can begin to generalise from the raw material,
can apprehend patterns and similarities in words which will lead them
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to make hypotheses – highly intelligent guesses, which will sometimes
be wrong, but are evidence of learning nonetheless – about words
they’ve never seen before, but may have heard read to them, and very
probably will already have in the stock of their spoken language.

The Reader’s Clues – Semantic
The first of these sets of clues is very directly to do with meaning. The
child makes use of semantic clues (semantics is the branch of
linguistics to do with meaning) to make sense of text. If we read a
sentence which begins: ‘I put the dinner in the…’ and is followed by a
four-letter word beginning with ‘o’, we know that this word is far more
likely to be ‘oven’ than ‘open’. If we turn the sentence round and chop
it in half, so it reads: ‘I opened the oven. There was my…’ and we see
that the next word has six letters and begins with ‘d’, we know that this
word is far more likely to be ‘dinner’ than ‘digger’, although I admit the
possibility that a young child might have put a toy digger in the oven
when playing in the kitchen. (Incidentally, you might like to muse on
the different sounds that the letter ‘o’ makes at the beginning of ‘oven’
and ‘open’, in both cases followed by a consonant and then by two
identical further letters. I’d say it would be pretty difficult to explain
that difference to a young child in terms of phonic rules. And I didn’t
pick those examples to be perverse. We fall over these difficulties all
the time.)
For another example of a semantic clue available to the beginning
reader, I turn to one of our most popular picture books, Rosie’s Walk.
Its first words, as we all know, are ‘Rosie the hen went for a…’ What
did she go for? Excuse me, before we find out what she went for, it’s
important to understand that ‘a’ plus ‘l’ between two consonants, as in
this word, make the sound ∕ɔː∕, as in ‘talk’ and ‘chalk’, but not of
course as in ‘talc’ or ‘Malcolm’ or ‘balcony’, where they make the
sound ∕al∕. Have you got that? OK. Now let’s have a go at this word:
‘w…’ Do we do that? Or do we let the child’s existing knowledge of
familiar meaningful phrases in spoken English, perhaps combined – I
fully agree – with his or her knowledge that ‘w’ at the beginning of
words makes the sound ∕w∕ (I’m coming to visual and phonetic clues
in a moment), perhaps further combined with the useful fact that the
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word is in the title of the book, do the work necessary to bring him or
her to the conclusion that the thing that Rosie went for was a walk? I
think we do the latter.

The Reader’s Clues – Syntactic
The second set of clues to support the young reader are syntactic: that
is, to do with the order in which English arranges words in sentences or
other groups. Word order is specific to a language. We may know from
our foreign-language learning at school that German often puts verbs at
the end of a sentence, or that adjectives in French usually but not
always follow the noun rather than precede it. English has its own
syntactic rules and conventions. Let me return to the two examples I’ve
already used, one that I made up myself, one courtesy of Pat Hutchins.
We might say or might read, ‘I put the dinner in the oven.’, not ‘Put I in
dinner the oven the.’ There’s a grammatical order to those words:
subject, verb, object, adverbial phrase telling us where I put the dinner.
The beginning reader doesn’t know these technical terms yet, doesn’t
need to. His or her implicit developing competence in spoken English
tells him or her that this is how that group of words should be arranged
in order to do its job. In the case of that sentence being introduced to a
child who has never seen the words ‘put’, ‘dinner’ or ‘oven’ written
down before, and is at the very earliest stages of encountering texts, I
accept of course that the child (or the children, if they’re being taught as
a group or a whole class) will need to be told what those words ‘say’.
But even in this case, the child’s knowledge of how sentences and other
groups of words are arranged, as long as he or she has had a normal
experience of the spoken language, will help him or her to read that
sentence.
The first use of that example was to do with word order. I’m going to
use the example again to make a point about word class: the specific
job that a word does in a sentence or other group of words. If I were to
read, instead of ‘I put the dinner in the oven.’, ‘I put the did in the
over.’, I would be distinctly puzzled. Not because ‘did’ and ‘over’ are
harder words than ‘dinner’ or ‘oven’; they’re not. My puzzlement
would come about because ‘did’ is a verb and I was expecting a noun in
that place, and ‘over’ is either a preposition or an adverb and I was

!
128
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019
again expecting a noun in that place. (Actually, ‘over’ can be a noun
too, but only in cricket, so we’ll let that pass.) Once again, I hardly
need say, the young child’s puzzlement won’t be expressed in those
terms, but the puzzlement will be there. Looking at the thing positively,
the child is being helped to read the sentence ‘I put the dinner in the
oven.’ correctly because of his or her implicit understanding of the jobs
that particular classes of words do in particular places.
And we can do the same thing with Rosie. The child doesn’t read ‘Hen
the went walk a Rosie for.’, and the child doesn’t read ‘Rosie the her
wet for a what.’ Receptive syntactic power is being brought to bear on
those words and, as long as the child’s future experience of reading is
associated with pleasure and achievement rather than mystification and
frustration, that receptive syntactic power will continue to be employed
as texts get more and more demanding.

The Reader’s Clues – Visual and Phonetic
I believe that semantic and syntactic clues, allied to the child’s existing
knowledge of the spoken language, are the most important aids to the
child in being introduced to, recognising and remembering words. But
I said at the beginning of this talk that there are regular symbol-tosound correspondences in written English; that there are lots of them;
and that we should certainly make use of this convenient fact as we
help children to learn to read. So please don’t go away this afternoon
thinking that I’m anti-phonics, full stop. I’m not, as long as visual and
phonetic clues take their place, along with semantic and syntactic clues,
in the whole box of tools, armoury of weapons, whatever metaphor you
want to use, available to the child to make sense of texts; and as long as
we say to children that visual and phonetic cues can often be useful but
don’t always work. So, to use language appropriate to a child, we
might say that words often, but not always, look like other, similar
words: ‘hate’, ‘mate’, ‘date’ and ‘late’ do indeed look like each other.
Furthermore, these examples sound like each other. But ‘blood’, ‘book’
and ‘boot’, though they look like each other, don’t sound like each
other. And, to return to examples I’ve used earlier, ‘bear’ and ‘stairs’
and – let’s add another one – ‘dare’ sound like each other but don’t look
like each other. In adult terms, there are visual and phonetic patterns in
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written English and in many other (but not all) languages, but they are
not simple nor 100% reliable, and readers make use of them principally
by unconscious association, not by learning them consciously as rules.
But by all means put some of these groups of words – the ones that look
and sound alike, the ones that look alike but sound different, the ones
that sound alike but look different – up on the classroom walls. Make
full but careful use of the visual and phonetic patterns of written
English.
An aside: yes, of course I believe that children should learn the
alphabet, and the names of the letters. Yes, of course I believe that they
should practise writing the letters, upper-case and lower-case, and that
they should be helped to develop a clear handwriting style. It’s when it
comes to teaching the sounds of the letters in isolation from actual
words that the problem comes. My advice would be: if you have charts
on which letter sounds are to be displayed, make sure, within the
bounds of simplicity, that they are telling the truth. Don’t say, to return
to an example I used earlier, that the letter ‘a’, whose name is ∕eɪ∕, is
always pronounced ∕a∕ as in ‘cat’. Say that it can also be pronounced
∕eɪ∕ (like its name) as in ‘hay’, or ∕ɑː∕ as in ‘father’, or ∕ɛ∕ as in
‘hare’. Give a small number of examples of the different sounds that
the letter makes in different simple words. Do the same for the other
letters. As I’ve already said, the diversity of sound is greatest with the
vowels. But be truthful about the consonants too, where the diversity is
less, and where, I agree, there are some letters which, at least at the
level of development we’re talking about here, only make one audible
sound.

Three More Kinds of Reader’s Clues
Picture clues are tremendously important to the young reader. We live
in a golden age of picture books, as I said a moment ago; so it’s the
more bizarre that so many schools choose to spend large sums of
money on arid, artificial reading schemes which march children through
the experience of learning to read according to a misguided theory of
development, based on adult, analytical notions of what reading means
(notions which, apart from being adult and analytical, are often simply
wrong too) rather than using the golden treasury which lies before us.
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Good picture books – I’ve quoted from one – help children into reading
because pictures are the form of mark-making which children usually
encounter and apprehend before they encounter and apprehend written
words. There are things in the world. Pictures are the representations
of things. Words are also the representations of things, which the child
may well have represented first in pictures. He or she may well have
drawn a house or a car or mummy or daddy or a bear before he or she
writes those words. So when it comes to reading, having those prior
representations on the page is a tremendous help in connecting the word
to the thing.
I’ll mention two other kinds of clue which help the young reader. The
first I’ll call textual clues. We all know, without thinking about it too
much, that there are differences in style and structure between the
written language of a fairy-tale, a cookery book, a technical manual
explaining how a computer works, and an opinion article in a
newspaper. I won’t go into a description of these differences; linguists
have tried to do that, and they call it discourse analysis. The child, as
long as he or she has had a normal experience of the spoken language
and as long as he or she has had an enjoyable experience of being read
to, will have an unconscious understanding of different kinds of text.
At the beginning, the range he or she will encounter may be limited, but
will (or should) certainly include stories of various kinds; poems,
rhymes and songs; and simple information texts. Expectations of a
particular text in terms of its style and structure are another support to
the beginning reader. The reader of Rosie’s Walk would be as puzzled if
the text suddenly turned into a manual for the rearing of hens for egglaying purposes or (heaven forbid) a cook book containing delicious
recipes for roast chicken, as if the text derailed in the semantic and
syntactic ways which I’ve already mentioned.
Finally, there are bibliographic clues: clues to do with the physical form
of books. Books have covers, then title pages, and then we get into the
contents of the book itself. Books may be arranged into chapters.
Because English is written from left to right and from top to bottom, we
read a left-hand page before we read a right-hand page (although a book
may begin on a right-hand page) and we (usually) start reading at the
top and go down the page. I say ‘usually’ because of course some of
our best picture books have words scattered over the page in
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arrangements other than straightforward top to bottom. Familiarity
with the physical form of books is another support to the beginning
reader.
So there we are: a whole panoply of support to the reader coming from
semantic, syntactic, visual, phonetic, picture, textual and bibliographic
cues. If we help children to make full use of this panoply as we show
them into books and other places where they can see written language,
they will remember whole words once they’ve been introduced to them,
and they will have intelligent guesses at words which they’ve never
before seen written down, drawing upon their existing experience of the
spoken language and, as time goes by, building on their previous
experience of reading. What do we do if their intelligent guess is
wrong? We tell them what the word is, while pointing out why their
wrong guess was intelligent.

What do We Know about Success in Reading?
A lot of educational research has looked at failure in reading, and has
offered a bewildering variety of recommendations as to what to do
about it. Not so much work has been done on success in reading, but
there is some, and for my money it’s much more instructive, much more
helpful to us now in dealing with the great majority of our children,
than the analysis of the failure of a minority. (But I’ve promised that I
won’t forget the minority, and I shall keep that promise.)
Two books which have looked at success in reading are Young Fluent
Readers by Margaret Clark [1976] and Books and Reading
Development by Jennie Ingham [1982]. Both books asked what it was
that had made particular groups of children successful readers, and they
came up with remarkably similar answers. The three most important
factors in producing successful readers were: that these children had
had plenty of experience of interactive talk, at home and at school; that
someone read to the children regularly, and that being read to had been
a pleasurable experience for the children; and that the children had
access to a variety of books – they owned some and they used a library.
The second of these findings, to do with being read to, is supported by a
remarkable piece of research by Jenny Hewison and Jack Tizard,
conducted in three primary schools in Haringey, north London and first
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published as a paper in the British Journal of Educational Psychology in
November 1980. I’m going to read to you the abstract, the summary of
the paper, in all its academic correctness:
‘The relationship between a number of home background
factors and reading ability was studied in three samples
(samples of 63, 100 and 104) of working-class children aged
7–8, using standardised tests given to the children and parental
interviews. The home background factor which emerged as
most strongly related to reading achievement was whether or
not the mother regularly heard the child read (‘coached’).
WISC IQ scores were obtained on one of the samples (N =
100), and it was established that IQ differences did not
account for the superior reading performance of the coached
children. Controlling for maternal language behaviour, as
assessed using scales devised by Bernstein’s colleagues, had
little effect on the association between coaching and reading
performance; controlling for coaching, however, markedly
reduced the correlation between maternal language behaviour
and reading performance. When the amount of coaching
which the children had received was related to reading test
score, a highly significant positive association was found. The
lack of attention paid in the past to parental involvement in
children’s school work is commented upon in discussion of
the implications of the findings.’
In plainer language, the researchers went to three similar primary
schools. In each school, they tested a group of children for reading
ability. Then, in the first school, they asked the teachers to carry on as
they always had done with regard to the teaching of reading. In the
second school, they supplied lots of extra resources in the way of books
and expert help. In the third school, they got the mums together and
asked them to agree to read regularly with their child at home. After a
period of time, they tested the children’s reading in the three schools.
By a large margin, the children in the third school had made the most
progress in reading.
If we put the findings of the two books and the academic paper
together, you may be surprised, perhaps even a little disappointed, that
the truth about how a child becomes a successful reader is so
‘unscientific’ (although of course the methodology of the Haringey
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research is rigorously scientific, as you can tell from the language of the
summary). What seems to be required is:
•

plenty of experience of and interaction in the spoken language;

•

pleasurable encounters with texts, involving first being read to,
then being read with, understanding that spoken words, meanings
and structures have a close relation (not an identical twin) in
writing, and remembering that relationship;

•

frequent opportunities to take over, more and more autonomously,
the reading process, using those very powerful tools, the memory
and the connecting brain.

The reason why the answers seem ‘unscientific’, seem beguilingly
human, is that the science, that immensely complex psycholinguistic
process of making sense of marks seen (or – in the case of braille – felt
in groups on a surface) that we call reading, is in full working order, but
largely unconscious working order, as long as we allow the brain of the
child the space and the conditions to do its job.

Why Do Some Children Fail?
That last statement sounds attractively optimistic, and it brings me to
the difficult question which I’ve promised, twice I think now, to try to
answer: why do some children not learn to read fluently or at all? Here
are some reasons.
They may have been made to jump through, and failed to jump through,
the sound-to-symbol correspondence hoop, offered to them, perhaps
benevolently but certainly misguidedly, as the only way of learning to
read. Their failure has led to anxiety, mental pain, guilt and fear.
Failure may then have been ‘technologised’ and medicalised. There’s a
huge literature, complete with a formidable vocabulary, in which some
writers on reading, especially some educational psychologists (not
those wonderful people who did that Haringey research) have tried to
explain failure in terms of the pathology of the individual child, while
ignoring the straightforward possibility that the conditions for success
which I’ve described just now may have been absent, which is either
the fault of the school or the home or both. The practices recommended
by these ‘experts’ to cure the ‘condition’ of failing readers often involve
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exposing them to decontextualised sets or particles of words, or even
sets of particles of words, often on flash cards and increasingly these
days on computer screens, which are the productions of the analytical
adult mind, and are far removed from the contextualised experience of
the successful reader.
Failing readers may have been fed an exclusive diet of reading
schemes; in other words, their experience has been of reading books
rather than reading books. There are better and worse reading schemes.
The best ones simply group together proper books – interestingly
written and illustrated stories, poetry and information books – of
approximately the same level of difficulty. The worst ones aren’t in
book form at all, but in competitively coloured sets of cards. How do
you feel when you’re still stuck on purple and your best friends have
bounded up through green and blue to yellow? Failing readers are
likely to read fewer and worse books than successful readers.
I’m in favour of teachers listening to individual children as they read.
But reading aloud to the teacher, often being overheard by other
children, shouldn’t be the child’s only or major experience of reading.
If it is, the failing reader is likely to anticipate the experience as an
ordeal.
All readers should experience reading principally as a
pleasurable and stress-free activity, so we should make opportunities for
failing readers to be read to without the obligation to perform.
Sometimes a reading group, with more successful readers doing most of
the reading and then helping the less successful reader while he or she
has a go, can work well.

More Privileged Access to the Experiences
which Successful Readers Enjoy
In sum: most failing readers don’t need exceptional, arcane teaching
routines, in which elements of language (learned holistically and
unconsciously by more successful readers) are first decontextualised
and then presented to them as repetitive sets, to be apprehended and
learned slowly and painfully in the low gears of conscious learning.
They need more privileged access to the same range of experiences of
written language as successful readers have had, in which the high
gears are at work, in which the affective, the cognitive and the linguistic
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areas of the mind are in interactive and mutually supportive operation,
engaging with real language and getting the rewards – small to begin
with, perhaps, but felt and accumulating – which encounters with real
language bring. In practical terms, this means that once you have
identified a failing reader, the help he or she receives, whether from a
teaching assistant or a special needs teacher or from a volunteer parent
in the class or from a parent at home or from you, the class teacher,
insofar as you have the time, should be a personalised version of what
the other children are getting, not something completely different.
There is a very small group of children, a minority of the minority, who
are intellectually damaged, disabled or unusual in a variety of ways,
whose needs are so extreme or specific that the teacher’s approach to
their learning must be specialist. Sometimes these children are in
special schools, or special units in a mainstream school, or they have
one-to-one support in a mainstream class. The specialist approach that
they need is likely to consist in the nature of their teacher’s address to
the learner, and/or in the use of technology which is now available to
help children with such difficulties. When we come to the actual
encounter between a learner’s brain, however damaged, disabled or
unusual, and knowledge mediated through written language, this small
group of potential readers needs to gain pleasure, to grasp and make
meaning, in and from whole, real written language, just like the rest of
us.

The School and the Home
Naturally, I’ve talked most about the classroom responsibilities which
you as teachers have in helping your children to become successful
readers. But that Haringey research demonstrates how vital it is, as
well, to foster a partnership with the child’s home (in which,
incidentally, we should be encouraging dads to read with their children
as well as mums). I don’t want to idealise the home circumstances of
some of the children you teach. There are families, we know, where
circumstances and relationships are so bad that children bring great
burdens and difficulties with them as they walk through the school
gates. But equally, we shouldn’t write off a family as a potentially vital
partner in the development of a child’s reading because it isn’t
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‘literary’, or especially highly educated: to stereotype for a moment, if
the newspaper on the kitchen table is The Sun rather than The
Guardian, and if there aren’t many books in the house but there is a
very big television screen. What matters isn’t ‘literariness’ or an
advanced level of education (but I won’t decry those either), but the
relationship the child has with his or her parent(s) or carer(s). If that
relationship is broadly loving and positive, parents or carers from
whatever social background are key partners in their child’s education,
and especially when the child is learning to read.
Thanks so much for staying with me. Remember: when it comes to
reading (and to much else in learning too) act in a way which gives the
child’s brain the maximum chance to do its job. Trust its power.

Postscript in 2012
More than 20 years have passed since I used to give the talks whose
notes I have combined to form this piece. During that time, the
approach to the teaching of reading I described and recommended has
been decisively rejected in official government policy in England.
Officially, phonics has enjoyed a triumphant success. It’s true that the
‘proper way’ to teach phonics has undergone great change. That which
was simply called ‘phonics’ 20 and more years ago is now referred to as
‘analytic’ or ‘analytical phonics’. Analytic phonics emphasises the
teaching of symbol-to-sound correspondences within whole words.
When a word contains more than one particle, the parts of the word are
separately taught and then combined to give the whole word. Since
then, a new approach, called synthetic phonics, has challenged and to a
large extent supplanted analytic phonics. In response to the problem
that English has 26 letters and perhaps 43 (synthetic phonics says
slightly more) phonemes, synthetic phonics proposes the progressive
initial teaching of the phonemes, which may be represented by one or
more than one letter, as separate symbol-to-sound particles. Once a
number of these have been taught, they are combined to make words
which have been selected in advance to illustrate the synthesis of the
phonemes taught. (The approach doesn’t address the problem that the
40+ phonemes are represented by a much larger and, to the young child,
unpredictable range of letters and letter combinations. As the list of
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phonemes in the Wikipedia entry on synthetic phonics puts it, the short
‘oo’ sound (∕ʊ∕ in the International Phonetic Alphabet) is to be heard
in the words ‘book’, ‘would’ and ‘put’, and the long ‘oo’ sound (∕uː∕ in
the International Phonetic Alphabet) is to be heard in the words ‘moon’,
‘crew’, ‘blue’ and ‘fruit’.) Extreme versions of synthetic phonics deny
children access to actual books until they have acquired a good
grounding in a certain number of grapho/phonemic correspondences.
Non-existent or nonsense words, which however observe a particular
grapho/phonemic correspondence, are sometimes introduced to
reinforce children’s grasp of the correspondence in question.
To complicate the vocabulary a little further, the government now uses
the phrase ‘systematic synthetic phonics’ to emphasise that the order in
which the phonemes are taught should follow a systematic sequence.
(‘Systematic analytic phonics’ also exists as a phrase, requiring a
similar disciplined sequencing of the whole words in which the
correspondences are taught within that method.)

Government Interventions Since 1997
Those who have followed the story of successive governments’
interventions in the field of the initial teaching of reading in schools in
England will know that something quite exceptional has occurred: the
government actions which I criticise in the first piece in this section
have since been taken to extremes. I’m not aware of any other area of
the school curriculum where a matter which should be the province of
the teaching profession and of those advisers, officials, teachereducators and academics who have given it close and expert attention
has been so comprehensively taken over by politicians; where central
policy has driven pedagogy.
The Labour government of 1997-2010 enthusiastically followed in its
Conservative predecessor’s footsteps in this interference. The crucial
moment of Labour ministers’ interference is carefully documented in an
article by Dominic Wyse and Morag Styles1 in the April 2007 edition of
Literacy, the journal of the United Kingdom Literacy Association. The

1

http://www.edalive.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/04/
RoseEnquiryPhonicsPaperUKLA.pdf
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article examines the relevant research up to that point on the
effectiveness of synthetic phonics, and also summarises the findings of
some broader investigations into the teaching of beginning readers. It
refers to a survey by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate, conducted in 1990,
whose findings were published as The Teaching and Learning of
Reading in Primary Schools: ‘It drew on evidence from visits to 120
primary schools. “The teaching and learning of reading were observed
in 470 classes and over 2,000 children read aloud to HMI… particular
attention was paid to the children’s ability to read fluently, accurately
and with understanding.” It was concluded that “phonic skills were
taught almost universally and usually to beneficial effect’’ and that
“Successful teachers of reading and the majority of schools used a mix
of methods each reinforcing the other as the children’s reading
developed.’’’ (This is the report to which I refer early in the first piece
in this chapter.)
Wyse and Styles continue: ‘Indeed, in the United Kingdom, phonics has
always been widely regarded as a necessary skill for learning to read,
write and spell, but not necessarily the prime skill or the one that must
be acquired “first and fast’’.’ They then quote Professor Henrietta
Dombey’s 2006 article ‘How should we teach children to read?’ in
edition 156 of Books for Keeps: ‘“The most successful schools and
teachers focus both on phonics and on the process of making sense of
text. Best practice brings these two key components together, in
teaching that gives children a sense of the pleasures reading can bring,
supports them in making personal sense of the texts they encounter and
also shows them how to lift the words off the page.’’’

The Rose Report
The government initiative which has given synthetic phonics its current
official status as the quasi-obligatory method of teaching reading is the
Rose Report, whose formal title is Independent Review of the Teaching
of Early Reading. This review was headed by former HMI Jim Rose, in
response to a recommendation by the House of Commons Education
Select Committee that there should be a governmental enquiry into the
teaching of reading. The Rose Report was published in its final version
in March 2006. Wyse and Styles write: ‘In contrast [to the 1990 HMI
report], as part of the Rose enquiry, HMI found it necessary to visit
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only 10 schools (pre-judged as “representative of best practice in the
teaching of phonics work’’) in constructing an evidence base to
legitimise marked changes in reading pedagogy.’ Despite the great
disparity in evidence base between that used for the 1990 report, which,
Wyse and Styles say, ‘was published to very little press or government
interest’ and that used for the Rose Report, which was trumpeted
throughout the media, the broad and well established consensus
represented by the former report (and I take sole responsibility for the
words in the remainder of this sentence) has been elbowed aside by a
coalition of politicians with little understanding of this professional
topic and a small, powerful group of zealots, some of whom are now
very rich.
Wyse and Styles conclude their article as follows: ‘The conclusion of
the Rose Report, that teachers and trainee teachers should be required to
teach reading through synthetic phonics, “first and fast’’ is, in our view,
wrong. In the light of this, there is a pressing need for the government’s
requirements and guidelines for early reading to be subject to further
critical scrutiny in the hope that a more balanced approach to reading
may once more prevail.’
(In 2010, the United Kingdom Literacy Association published a short
account of recent research on reading, in a booklet called Teaching
Reading: What the evidence says by Henrietta Dombey and colleagues
in the UKLA, with a foreword by Michael Rosen. The booklet’s case,
based on the evidence of the numerous studies that it cites, is that a
more balanced approach to the teaching of reading, seeing the teaching
of phonics as one but only one element of an overall approach founded
on the principle of reading for meaning, is essential if more young
children are to become more successful readers.)

The State We’re in Now
The hope expressed by Wyse and Styles ‘that a more balanced approach
to reading may once more prevail’ has not been fulfilled. Instead, the
current Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government has gone
several steps further than its predecessor, to the point of bribing schools
to regard phonics as the only way to teach initial reading by offering
match-funding of up to £3,000 to schools in England teaching pupils at
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Key Stage 1 (five- to seven-year-olds) who buy approved phonics
teaching materials listed in a catalogue and who attend phonics training
courses offered by approved phonics experts listed in the same
catalogue, who are often the same people as are profiting handsomely
from the sale of the materials. As from June 2012, every one of the
state schools in England teaching pupils at Key Stage 1 is obliged
annually to conduct a ‘Year 1 phonics screening check’ on children
towards the end of their first year of compulsory schooling. The nonexistent or nonsense words which I mentioned earlier are part of this
test, and schools are sending children home with lists of these nonwords to practise. This is an extraordinary state of affairs.
I hope I said enough in the main part of this piece to make it clear that
phonics – the use of visual and phonetic clues, the recognition of
symbol-to-sound correspondences – is one of the ways through which
children make sense of texts. But phonics is not reading; it’s one tool
for the learning of reading. I remain sceptical that one approach,
however systematic, used to the exclusion of others, an approach
moreover which explicitly downgrades the importance of meaning in
reading in favour of the primacy of symbol-to-sound correspondences,
serves beginning readers and their teachers best.
The UK government’s Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) has
recently (March 2012) published its latest triennial report on the
teaching of English in state schools in England. It is a serious and
thorough document, based on inspections ‘of English in 133 primary
schools, 128 secondary schools and four special schools across England
between April 2008 and March 2011, as well as on national test and
examination data’. (It can be read in full at http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/
resources/110118.) The report contains a section on the teaching of
phonics in primary schools: ‘The visits confirmed that virtually all
schools were following the government’s recommendations about the
importance of the systematic teaching of phonics and that most were
making explicit use of synthetic phonic programmes.’ It notes that ‘At
this stage, strengths of teaching [by which it means phonics teaching]
far outweighed weaknesses.’
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A Chink of Light?
I’m obliged in fairness to accept the impartiality of the inspectors’
judgment, within the context of my overall criticism of an exclusive
dependence on phonics in the initial teaching of reading. At the same
time, I’m interested to read, in the executive summary at the beginning
of the report, the very first of the recommendations which Ofsted says
that all schools should adopt: ‘develop policies to promote reading for
enjoyment throughout the school’. In the first part of the body of the
report, there is a section called ‘Reading for pleasure’. Here is the first
paragraph of that section (number 65 of the document as a whole):
‘There has been considerable recent concern about an
apparent decline in reading for pleasure. Evidence includes
previous Ofsted reports, international surveys and the Evening
Standard [London’s principal evening newspaper] reading
campaign. Ofsted’s evidence from English surveys can be
summarised as follows. In too many schools there is no
coherent policy on reading overall; schools put in place
numerous programmes to support reading, especially for weak
readers, but do not have an overall conception of what makes
a good reader. In recent years the view has developed,
especially in secondary schools, that there is not enough
curriculum time to focus on wider reading or reading for
pleasure. Inspectors also noted the loss of once popular and
effective strategies such as reading stories to younger children,
listening to children read, and the sharing of complete novels
with junior age pupils.’
In the second part of the body of the report, there is a section called
‘The problem: too few pupils read widely enough for pleasure’. The
first paragraph of the section (number 112 of the document as a whole)
begins as follows: ‘Ofsted reports have been consistent in arguing for
greater emphasis on reading for pleasure within the taught curriculum
in both primary and secondary schools. This has now become a focus
of government policy.’
The following paragraph (number 113) reads as follows:
‘The All-Party Parliamentary Group for Education [in its
inquiry whose findings were published as Report on the
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inquiry into overcoming the barriers to literacy by the AllParty Parliamentary Group on Education, 2011;
www.educationappg.org.uk/inquiry] has also reported:
“Teaching methods should bring pleasure and reward to
children, including to those who are just beginning to make
sense of the letters on the page. The teachers who responded
to the Inquiry felt that unless children have developed as
readers in the fullest sense and are personally motivated to
read, they will not progress beyond Level 3 or 4 by the age of
11, and their reading capacity could even regress… The active
encouragement of reading for pleasure should be a core part of
every child’s curriculum entitlement because extensive
reading and exposure to a wide range of texts make a huge
contribution to students’ educational achievement.”’
And the paragraph after that (number 114) begins as follows:
‘Given that Ofsted made similar recommendations in its 2005
report, it is clear that schools have been slow to take
appropriate action. One reason is that national tests and
examinations do not in general assess pupils’ wider reading
skills.’
The report’s reference to ‘national tests and examinations’ is intended to
be understood, I think, as referring to tests and examinations taken by
children older than those at the beginning stages of reading. However, I
fear that the Year 1 phonics screening check will itself add to the
problem of tests and examinations that ‘do not… assess pupils’ wider
reading skills’. Meanwhile, it is a hopeful sign that Ofsted and the UK
parliament’s All-Party Group for Education recommend that more
should be done to promote reading for pleasure, and that reading for
pleasure is now ‘a focus of government policy’. I cannot help repeating
the phrase in the parliamentary group’s report, applied to the
desirability of reading for pleasure: ‘…including to those who are just
beginning to make sense of the letters on the page’.
Here is a chink of light. Ultimately, whatever ‘method’ or ‘methods’, in
the narrow sense of those words – by which I mean a set or sets of
specific teaching procedures – is or are used to teach reading, it or they
will fail unless children learn, from the very earliest age, that reading,
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apart from being a thing of immense use-value, is also one of the
principal sources of joy, delight and pleasure that life affords.

The Relationship between Reading
and Writing in Early Literacy
This third piece, like the second in this section, is a prose version of
various sets of notes for talks I gave on the topic which is the piece’s
title.
I’m going to say a few words today about the interaction between
writing and reading in the development of literacy in the young child.

Familiar Reminders
Let me start with some underlying information, much of which you
know already. Literacy is based on speech and is an extension of
speech. Speech was invented hundreds of thousands of years before
writing. The first civilisation to invent writing, in about 3500 BC, was
Sumer, in the southern part of what is now Iraq. (Egypt, China and the
Maya civilisation in what is now Mexico later invented their own
writing systems.) Even though five and a half thousand years is a long
time, it’s but a blink by comparison with the length of time since people
first developed the power of speech.
Literacy may be based on and may be an extension of speech, but it
isn’t just a visible form of speech. There are significant differences
between the characteristic forms of speech and the characteristic forms
of writing; and my phrase ‘characteristic forms’ covers a great variety
and a wide range in each case. Relaxed, informal speech between
friends is different from speech exchanged at a job interview. A chatty
letter is written differently from an answer to an examination paper.
There are, indeed, some forms of speech which come close to or are
identical with writing, such as a speech. But they are exceptions.
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Speech (in the usual sense of that word) and writing are close relations
but not identical twins.
Babies learn to listen and speak before they learn to read and write.
The most significant event in the process of becoming literate is the
realisation that the sounds of spoken language have a relationship with
the marks of written language.
That’s the underlying information, about which there’s no doubt. There
has, however, been a lot of discussion recently about the exact nature of
the interaction between reading and writing in the early development of
literacy. Which comes first? The general view has been that reading
comes first. It’s the ‘receptive’ mode for the written language, with
writing the ‘productive’ mode, just as listening is the ‘receptive’ mode
for the spoken language, with speaking the ‘productive’ mode; and we
can all agree that babies do a lot of listening before they produce their
first words. We can also agree that writing is nurtured by reading.
Reading is the daily evidence that writing exists and has been done by
other people.

Early Writing Can Nurture Early Reading
But some interesting recent studies of the beginnings of literacy in
young children, especially a book called Literacy before Schooling by
two Argentinian researchers, Emilia Ferrero and Ana Teberosky [1982],
show us that children’s earliest attempts at writing can also feed into
their competence as readers. Children don’t have to wait until they’ve
achieved a certain level of competence as readers before they can
usefully start to write. Children can begin to write, or to engage in
writing-like behaviour, as a development of drawing, which is a
development of play. Play is symbolic. In play, actions stand for other
actions or states of mind in the real world. Drawing is also symbolic;
its marks stand for things, people, animals and actions in the real world.
If drawing is play with marks, we can go one stage further and say that
writing is the drawing of words, which are also symbolic of things,
people, animals and actions in the real world. Writing, or pre-writing –
for we are a long way from worrying yet about conventions of spelling
or other features of the adult writing system – is helping the very young
child to ‘fix’ his or her experiences: direct experiences of life, or
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indirect experiences he or she has received through spoken language –
including, very importantly, being told stories.
In cases like this, children are immediately reading their own writing or
pre-writing, or having it read to them by an adult who offers a positive
response to it, and the ‘clinch’ between writing and reading is made.
So a child coming into literacy may do so by learning about writing
through reading or by learning about reading through writing; and most
commonly by a combination of the two routes. I’m speculating now,
but for me it’s doubtful that any individual’s exact experience of
becoming literate is identical to any other’s, and I don’t think this
matters. The important thing is that the ‘clinch’ between reading and
writing should be made.

The Need and Desire to Mean
Whatever an individual’s exact experience, there is one universal
element in any proper understanding of literacy, and this is the need and
desire to mean. This need and desire is central throughout a person’s
experience not just of learning to read and write, but of reading and
writing throughout his or her lifetime, of putting those competences to
work for the host of purposes for which they’re used in the world.
Whatever learning contexts we provide for the development of young
children’s literacy, whatever explicit advice or instruction we give to
young children, we must ask ourselves: ‘Is this context, advice or
instruction promoting the child’s facility as a meaning-making and/or
meaning-taking user of language?’ If we can say that it is, then we
need to worry much less about precise teaching methods, or about
whether such-and-such is a good teaching resource or not. All sorts of
methods and resources can be well or badly used. The important
question is: are they supporting or hindering the child’s need and desire
to mean?
Let us dwell for a moment on what it is that the child’s learning brain
does as it enters into literacy. It receives evidence; it remembers; it
dynamically extrapolates from the evidence, inferring patterns and
making generalisations; it experiments with and revises its
generalisations; it builds up an ever more complex network of
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experiences of literacy on which it can draw and to which it can
compare future experiences of literacy.
That’s how it’s supposed to be; that’s what happens when the child’s
learning brain is operating as it can and should. In order for what
happens in reality to be close to what can and should happen, one
crucial positive factor needs to be at work: the evidence that the brain
acts on in the first place as it comes into literacy needs to be authentic.
To make the analogy with speech, children learn to speak by being
surrounded with natural speech, and by being invited to interact with
speakers from whom, in normal and happy circumstances, they receive
response, including large amounts of praise. If children’s earliest
exposure to spoken language were with artificially constructed
alternative versions of speech, we would have many five-year-olds with
serious difficulties as speakers.
I quite accept that becoming literate is a different process from learning
to speak. Learning to speak is an almost entirely unconscious process.
Learning to read and write is a more conscious process at the general
level – you’re much more aware that it’s happening to you, that you’re
doing it – although many of the detailed operations of becoming literate
are unconscious. But the job the brain does, or should do, is similar,
which is to understand and/or produce authentic written language. How
do we help children to do that best?

The Teacher’s Task with the Young Child –
Writing
With regard to writing, we do it by seeing our fundamental job as
providing the kinds of contexts for writing, as offering the kinds of
invitations or issuing the kinds of instructions to write, which are the
most likely to elicit authentic writing carrying the child’s need and
desire to mean something and to communicate that meaning. That
general statement – you might almost call it a philosophical basis for
the teaching of writing – should apply to the earliest writing-like marks
that a three-year-old makes on paper through to continuous writing
which has mastered many of the conventions of the writing system.
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I have a simple three-pronged model of the writer in my head. First, the
writer is a composer. That is, he or she, in the act of writing, is
realising meaning in a way that wasn’t possible until he or she began to
write. Writing isn’t simply the transcription on to paper of thoughts
already fully formed in the mind before the pen hits the page. Much of
the pleasure a writer takes in a finished piece of writing comes from the
realisation of what he or she means; his or her meaning was halfformed or unformed before writing began and has only taken its form
during the act of writing. Secondly, the writer is a communicator. He
or she is, or should be, writing for someone in the hope and expectation
that that somebody will be interested in what he or she is being told by
the writing, and will make a response to it. Thirdly, the writer is a
secretary. He or she is using, or beginning to learn to use, the
conventions of the written language.
If we keep this three-pronged model in our minds, it will help us to
initiate children’s writing, and to respond to it while it’s being done and
once it’s been done, in a way closer to the authentic experience of a real
writer (by which, of course, I don’t mean a famous, published author,
but anyone who writes for a purpose important to him or her). And the
closer we can get to that authentic experience in the classroom, the
more likely we are to nurture eventually confident writers.
Let me offer a word of reassurance about some classroom practices
which I know are the bread and butter of teaching writing in the early
years. I’m in favour of modelling. I think it’s right and proper that you
show your children how to write letters and words and groups of words.
It’s right and proper that they learn the alphabet. It’s right and proper
that you show them how to develop a clear handwriting style. These
are well established practices in the early-years classroom, and I can see
the value of them.
But if you don’t, at the same time, give the children the opportunity to
write independently, to take the risks that independent writing brings,
there is a danger that they will come to rely too much on the supports
you’re supplying, and will develop a fear of the page and of making
mistakes, which will inhibit their progress as writers. A child shouldn’t
be in the position of refusing to write a word unless he or she is sure of
the correct spelling. I expect that you, like me, have marvelled
sometimes at a child’s ingenuity in inventing a spelling which, though
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not correct according to the conventions of the English writing system,
shows an acute ear for how the word sounds. (Those attempts,
incidentally, are cautions to us not to rely exclusively on symbol-tosound correspondences in teaching children to read.) To go back to my
three-pronged model: of course we should be giving children
confidence as secretaries, as people who are learning the conventions of
the English writing system correctly. But at the same time we should
be giving them confidence as composers and communicators too. If I
have a criticism of some practice with regard to writing in the early
years, it is that an over-emphasis on the secretarial, on correctness, has
sometimes stifled the voices of young writers. It is not that I would be
happy for young writers to dwell for ever in a paradise of invented
spellings and immature handwriting; I wouldn’t. But, as writers
progress beyond the very earliest stages, they need to be producing
independent continuous writing, not only for the rewards which it
brings to them, to which I’ve already referred, but also so that we can
see which elements and conventions of the written language they are
mastering and which elements and conventions they need help with.
We won’t get access to the necessary evidence of their strengths and
weaknesses if they are too afraid of failure and incorrectness to
demonstrate them to us.

The Teacher’s Task with the Young Child –
Reading
I now come to the flip side – the reading side – of the question: how
best do we help children to understand and/or produce authentic written
language?
Children’s awareness of the different possibilities which writing offers,
and the different kinds of writing which they could do, will be
enhanced if we provide them with a range of models of writing, which
they can hear and read, which will give them pleasure, information and
satisfaction as readers, and offer examples of how to write across that
range themselves.
That range, at the start, should include: stories of various kinds,
traditional and contemporary, realistic, fantastic, mythic, funny,
mysterious, sad, touching; songs, rhymes and poems with the same
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variety of qualities; and simple information texts on an equally wide
variety of topics. Encounters with this range of writing will extend
children’s receptive capacity as readers, and also give them a flying
start as writers; they’ll see how these things are made. And the writing
children encounter in this way shouldn’t just be in published books,
although these may well constitute the mainstay. It should include
successful writing by other children in the school, perhaps turned into
simple booklets; and writing by the teacher. The teacher needs to show
that he or she writes too. My experience is that children are particularly
impressed when their own teacher writes for them.
I quite agree, of course, that the writing we offer to children should be
broadly appropriate to their age-group and to their previous experience
as readers. But I don’t believe that it’s necessary to introduce children
to texts each of which is supposed to be differentiated by small, regular
advances in difficulty. Supposedly ‘scientific’ and precise calculations
of difficulty are open to serious question, and pale into insignificance
by comparison with the importance of the degree of active interest and
pleasure which a child has in reading a book.

Reading Schemes
Which brings me to reading schemes, a topic about which I’ve been
especially asked to say something. Reading schemes of one kind or
another are in use in many, probably most, of the primary schools in
this country; no doubt they are in use in many of the schools
represented in this room. There are better and worse reading schemes.
The worst, for me, contain a series of artificial texts, divorced from
authentic language use, which rehearse isolated and graded language
features according to a theory of language development which exists in
the writers’ heads. Often, these schemes don’t even use books, but
series of cards each carrying an unnatural piece of writing, whose
purpose is not to interest and engage the reader (whatever the
accompanying advertising might say) but to introduce him or her to the
next feature or level on the ascending scale of difficulty.
A little better are those schemes containing books (not cards), the
language of whose texts is ‘natural’, by which I mean not mutilated to
focus only on one language feature, but all of which have been written
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exclusively for the scheme by one author or a small number of authors.
The tendency here is for the texts to be dull and monochrome, although
at least they are written in sentences showing a greater diversity of
vocabulary and syntactic structure than the texts in the worst schemes.
The best reading schemes are collections which bring together authentic
books from different publishers, written by authors for the pleasure of
writing and not to go into a scheme, where the compiler of the scheme
has simply grouped the books as broadly appropriate for a particular
age-range. These collections, where, if you like, the publisher has done
the hard work of making some choices on our behalf, can be used as
centrepieces or starting points for a wider collection, reflecting our own
choices of books to be added to those in the scheme. There are
numerous guidance lists of really good books appropriate for readers of
particular age-groups and at particular stages of development which we
can use to help us make those choices.
I have a major criticism of reading schemes which relentlessly drive
readers onward and upward to the next level. I do accept that there is a
competitive element in children’s characters. Children in that respect,
as a former colleague of mine used to say, bear a remarkable
resemblance to human beings. And sometimes the competitiveness can
be against oneself as much as against others. However, the ‘onward
and upward’ drive can easily discourage one vital feature of the
behaviour of the beginning reader, which is the desire to re-read. There
is something about the revisiting – it may be again and again and again
– of words, phrases, sounds and whole texts which seems to earth and
reinforce understandings in the beginning reader’s brain. We should
never be impatient with a beginning reader’s desire to return and rereturn to a book; but reading schemes can work against what should be
a necessary patience.
I’m being realistic here, because I know that it isn’t practical for me to
stand here and say, ‘Throw away those reading schemes, consult some
of those guidance lists, and just buy lots of wonderful books.’ But I do
think that you should apply the following test rather sternly to the
reading material in use in your classroom: is it offering your children an
authentic experience of written language, in all its diversity, at a level
broadly appropriate to their stage of development in literacy?
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‘Language is an Activity Where You Start
Running’
When children experience a great diversity of authentic language in
their reading, that is a good thing in itself; but it also feeds back into
their competence as writers. I am opposed to teaching approaches and
materials which largely or exclusively engage children with abstracted
features of the written language in order, as is intended, to give them
practice for when, in the future, they come to understand or produce the
real thing. That’s why I’m opposed to diets of drills, exercises or
‘overlearning’. I often hear the truism ‘they can’t run before they can
walk’, applied to the early learning of language. Wrong. The metaphor
doesn’t hold. The learning of language is an activity where you start
running.
I’ve already and happily mentioned some familiar and
essential examples of instruction and support that the beginning reader
and writer needs – modelling by the teacher, learning the alphabet,
learning to hold a pencil, developing a good clear handwriting style.
We offer that instruction and support so that children can participate
more quickly in the creative interaction of reading and writing, where
each mode feeds into the development of the other, which is how we set
young children on the road to becoming successfully and confidently
literate.
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Chapter Three

Pupil Talk
In 1974, when I began to teach, the idea was gaining ground that pupilto-pupil talk, properly handled, is an essential means of learning. The
gaining of this ground was not without its difficulties, for ‘talking in
class’ had for decades been an act of punishable misbehaviour, rather
than ‘an essential means of learning’, and there were still many
teachers and senior managers in schools who regarded a silent
classroom as a good classroom, and believed that any level of decibels
above a barely audible hum emanating from a classroom meant that the
teacher couldn’t control the children. Making a clear distinction
between purposeful talk for learning and idle or disruptive chatter was
therefore very important if the use of pupil talk, in pairs, small groups
and sometimes as a whole class, were to achieve acceptance as a
regular feature of classroom activity.
It’s significant that the group of us who researched the interactions of
language and learning in our own classrooms at Vauxhall Manor
School between 1974 and 1979 called ourselves the Talk Workshop
Group, even though we investigated other aspects of language and
learning too. The single outside person who helped us most in our
work was Rachael Farrar, who was then director of the Inner London
Education Authority Oracy Project. I had the sad and memorable
privilege of helping Rachael to write the report of the project during
her premature terminal illness. The report was published in 1980 by
the ILEA Learning Materials Service as How Talking is Learning.
The analysis of pupil talk, including several pieces of my own, occupies
the lion’s share of Becoming Our Own Experts1 . This section contains
two more pieces on the topic.

1

http://www.becomingourownexperts.org/

!
156
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019
The first was given as a talk, in various versions, on numerous
occasions in the early 1980s, when I was working as an advisory
teacher for English in the ILEA. The first of the examples of pupil talk
included in the piece also appears in Becoming our own Experts; the
second and third also appear in my book The Resources of Classroom
Language, published by Edward Arnold in 1982 and now out of print,
although copies are still available from second-hand bookshops via the
internet.

Managing Pupil Talk
There is now a formidable body of opinion which declares that talking
and learning are essential to each other. Vygotsky [1962], the Russian
psychologist, said in the 1930s that ‘speech does not merely accompany
the child’s activity; it serves mental orientation, conscious
understanding; it helps overcome difficulties’. James Britton [1970]
more recently has told us that ‘the main task of speech is to symbolise
reality: we symbolise reality in order to handle it’, and also that ‘the
“bringing up to date” of our representations of experience is something
we habitually accomplish by means of talk… We habitually use talk to
go back over events and interpret them, make sense of them in a way
that that we were unable to while they were taking place.’ Jerome
Bruner, the American psychologist and educationist, has consistently
urged the importance of speech in cognitive development [for example
in Bruner 1966]. Piaget, who did not believe that the development of
thought depended on the development of language, readily accepted
that speech enables us to control thought. (Piaget’s theory of learning is
succinctly summarised in Margaret Donaldson’s beautiful book
Children’s Minds [1978].) Chanan and Gilchrist, in their book What
School is For [1974], say: ‘Talking is not merely the expression of
stored concepts – it is the effort of conceptualisation in action, and
collective discussion is… a multiple interaction process.’ George Kelly,
another (and highly influential) American psychologist, believed [1963]
that ‘Experience is made up of the successive construing of events’ and
that with the aid of language as an organising principle we construct our
representation of the world, and modify this representation in the light
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of further experience. Douglas Barnes insists [1976] that ‘talk is the
major means of exploring the relationship between what pupils know,
and new observations and interpretations which they meet.’ The SapirWhorf hypothesis, one of the central linguistic ideas of the 20th century,
says that language is not merely a device for reporting experience or
thought, not simply, if you like, a dish in which ideas are carried, but
that the language we speak significantly affects what we are capable of
thinking. The overwhelming tendency of linguistics in the 25 years
since Chomsky burst on the scene has been to stop looking at talk as an
imperfect version of writing, and to recognise it for what it is: the
primary mode of language. The existentialist philosopher Kierkegaard
[1843, 1986]: ‘The act of speaking in the context of the lived world is
the fundamental reality of language.’ In 1965 Andrew Wilkinson
published the word ‘oracy’, which he had coined. Oracy is to speaking
and listening what literacy is to writing and reading. Wilkinson
extended his definition as follows:
‘Oracy comes from practice in specific situations, whether
these occur naturally in the classroom, or elsewhere, or are
created as a specific teaching device. It is helped by
unconscious invitation, it is stimulated by the response of
others, and speech becomes clear in the necessity of
communication. The main job of the teacher is to provide
situations which call forth increasing powers of utterance.’
Finally, and coming closer to home, Rachel Farrar concluded the report
of the ILEA Oracy Project, How Talking is Learning [1980], with the
statement: ‘In the classroom, teachers need to ease themselves out of
the know-all position in order to help bring children’s language alive;
not by posing as know-nothings, but where possible by provoking the
kind of talk where all can be genuine enquirers.’

Sorry about the Barrage…
Such a barrage of names and quotations is in some respects a very
inefficient way of starting a talk like this, as most of them will instantly
go down the drain of the memory with not much sticking to the sides.
My reason for inflicting the barrage on you nonetheless is to try to lay
to rest any remaining guilt feelings any of us may have about talk in our
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classrooms. If we need academic or intellectual support for our perhaps
fragile belief that children need to talk to learn, it is there in plenty, and
coming from all sides: psychologists, linguists, philosophers,
educationalists, sociologists who have thought about the question have,
whatever their detailed differences, seen clearly that the relationship
between talking and learning is an intimate and vital one. In fact, there
is no serious body of opinion which says the opposite. If you want to
find the point of view that talking is just idle chatter which distracts
from the business of education, you have to go to the writers of the
Black Papers, or to the letters columns of the Daily Telegraph, or to the
Note of Dissent at the end of the Bullock Report [1975], where one
member of the committee, in disagreement with the report’s statement
that ‘we cannot emphasise too strongly our conviction of the
importance [of oral language] in the education of the child’, is
permitted to express the view that ‘One of the causes of the decline in
English standards today is the recent drift in schools away from the
written to the spoken word.’
Such voices, raised publicly, are
occasional, bad-tempered, and based on shaky or non-existent evidence.
So, does that mean that there is no problem? We can go back on
Monday and let talk happen and the children will learn better and our
lives will be easier and more successful? We all know that the matter is
more complicated than that, that making space for talk in classrooms is
fraught with difficulties and dangers, and the first job to be done must
be an attempt to understand why those difficulties and dangers exist.

Schooling and Control
The first reason is that schools are at least as much about control as they
are about education.
Talking implies independence, autonomy,
authority. If we offer these things to children, in however small a
measure, rather than keeping them all for ourselves, we implicitly
subvert the school’s role as a controlling institution. When I said just
now that ‘no serious body of opinion’ denies the close relationship
between talking and learning, I meant ‘no body of opinion which has
thought about the matter carefully, weighed the evidence, and come to a
considered conclusion’. That was perhaps an over-academic and overoptimistic definition of a ‘serious body of opinion’. If we change the
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word ‘serious’ to the phrase ‘numerous and powerful’, we have to admit
that a lot of people, including some of our colleagues at school, regard
children talking as a threat, except under the very strictest conditions
such as teacher/pupil question-and-answer sessions.
The second reason for the difficulties and dangers lies with the children
themselves. It may be that between the ages of 0 and 5 most children
perform the most complex cognitive task that most of them will ever
perform: they learn to listen to, understand and produce their language,
and that that is a wonderful and extraordinary fact. It is equally
extraordinary, but less wonderful, that by the age of 11 many children,
now six or more years into schooling, have firmly conditioned ideas
about what constitutes ‘work’, and are likely to see any departure from
those ideas on the part of the teacher as weakness to be exploited. In
other words, speech has gone from being a central act of knowing in the
infant to being a tool of rebellion and resistance in the secondary-school
pupil. ‘Talking’ has become something that you get disciplined for, that
in a way you expect to get disciplined for, because you resent teachers
who are ‘too soft’. But by the same token you use ‘talking’ to distract
from or subvert the teacher’s intention, because that is what classrooms
have become after six or seven years’ experience of them:
battlegrounds, contests of wills.
Into that rather depressing scenario we have to place ourselves. A
central lesson to be learned, then, is that language does not occupy an
ideological vacuum. It occupies a fraught, mundane arena. To be
persuaded of the value of an idea, even to decide to implement the idea,
is one thing: to make it happen is another. If, as hopeful crusaders for
talk, we charge in regardless of the children’s understandings and
conditioning, and regardless of the predominant attitudes in the schools
where we are operating, there’s a good chance, however heroic the
charge, that, in Matthew Arnold’s words, they’ll ‘find our bodies by the
wall’. We’ve got to go more cannily than that.

Supporting Structures for Talk
Let us come to practicalities. If, over a number of years, children have
been led to believe that talking equals messing about and working
equals writing and doing sums, so that they now hold that belief as an
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unconscious assumption, we need to dismantle that belief, or rather the
first half of it, gradually and consciously, explaining what we’re doing
as we go. I don’t mean, of course, that writing and sums are not work,
but that we need to admit talk as an equally valid kind of work, and one
which, apart from its intrinsic value as a means of extending knowledge
and developing language, can also directly benefit, for instance, pupils’
reading and writing.
It may be that in the early stages of doing this we need to provide
various forms of security around the activity. Two which I’ve used in
the past are: a limit on time and group size (‘Right, we’re going to talk
about this in groups of five or six for 10 minutes, starting now,’) and a
list of points or questions which the groups can use to guide their
discussion.

First Example: Talking about Dialect
Let me give you one example of this: here are three girls in one of my
third-year classes [that is, pupils aged 13 and 14] discussing their use of
dialects of English, using a list of 10 questions which I had given them.
They knew they could discuss the matter in any way they liked; they
weren’t obliged to stick to the questions, which were:
a.

Do you have different ways of speaking at different times and in
different places? How would you describe them? When do you
speak in these different ways, and what sort of people are you with
when you do?

b.

Do you think there is such a thing as proper English? Can you
describe it? Who speaks it?

c.

Are there ever times when you feel uncertain of yourself because
of the way you’re speaking? Can you give an example?

d.

Do you think you have a dialect? When do you use it? Do you
enjoy using it?

e.

Are there times when you prefer using Standard English?

f.

Are there things that you can say in dialect that you can’t say in
any other way? What sort of things?

g.

If you talk in dialect at home, how do your parents react?
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h.

If you talk in dialect in class, how do your teachers react?

i.

Do you think that your dialect should be used in the classroom? In
what way?

j.

Do you think there are any advantages or disadvantages in having
a dialect?

Shirley

Everyone’s dialect is different; for instance, at
school we speak normally to our friends, but we
speak with a bit more respect and politeness in our
voice to teachers. But when we’re at home we
speak to our parents in the same way in which we
speak to the head staff, you know, the senior staff,
and we speak to our brothers and sisters more or
less the same way as we speak to our friends. I
have interviewed two girls from my form, both
called Angela, Angela Coley and Angela
Copeland. I asked them if they have different
ways of speaking at different times and different
places.

Angela Coley

Well yes, you have a point there, because I speak
different to my friends than I would to my parents.

Shirley

Yes.

Angela Coley

I’d speak to my friends, right, and when I go home
I’d have more respect in my voice. I would um
speak to my parents the same as the senior staff,
you know.

Shirley

I understand because um, in the mornings when
you come to school you say ‘Watcher’ or ‘Hi’ or
something like that, but you wouldn’t go home to
your parents and say ‘Watcher’. You’d say ‘Good
evening mum,’ ‘Good evening dad,’ etc.

Angela Coley

No, no.

Shirley

Um, when do you speak in the, in a different
dialect?

Angela Copeland

When I go out, I speak differently from when I’m
at home because when I’m at home I speak in the
language what my mum and dad speaks, which is
a Jamaican Creole.
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Shirley

OK. Now what sort of person do you become
when you speak, um, your Jamaican Creole?

Angela Copeland

I don’t understand what you mean.

Shirley

I mean, do you, um, just speak as if, do you
recognize yourself as a Jamaican or do you,
inside, do you still feel yourself as a wellmannered little girl, or you just speak because,
you know, the words are there to use?

Angela Copeland

No, well you see, with me, I… I don’t stick to one
language all the time, it’s either… I say something
in my mum and dad’s language, and I say
something in English. It’s not all the while in
English or in that, it’s ei… mixed up. It just comes
naturally and I still feel the same, nothing
different.

Shirley

OK. I quite get your point… Do you think there is
such a thing as proper English?

Angela Copeland

Well I don’t really… know about that question,
you see because… proper English… no, I don’t
really know. I would say no, because…

Angela Coley

I wouldn’t say no and I wouldn’t say yes.

Angela Copeland

Because…

Angela Coley

Because um, um, proper English is something
what you can’t really put into words, if you get
what I mean.

Angela Copeland

And then again you can’t say that, you can’t go to
your friend say, ‘Talk proper English,’ because
you don’t even know what proper English really
means yourself.

Angela Coley

Exactly.

Shirley

How about you?

Angela Copeland

Because we would go about saying, things like,
‘We ain’t seen such and such a person,’ and ‘We
ain’t got this,’ and ‘We ain’t done this.’

Shirley

When we should, when we should really be saying
that, ‘I haven’t seen that,’ and ‘I haven’t seen this.’

Angela Copeland

Yes. If that’s how they put it, that’s how we should
be saying it.
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Shirley

Um, are there times when you prefer using
Standard English?

Angela Copeland

Yes.

Shirley

So what, when time, what, you know, times are
these?

Angela Copeland

When I’m talking to my teacher, which even if I
talk another language he will understand it
because…

Shirley

Yes. I quite under … It’s quite …

Angela Coley

I know what you, um you mean er, that er because
Jamaican Creole is mixed up with all different
languages.

Angela Copeland

Yes.

Angela Coley

So, if I was to say, for instance …

Angela Copeland

Say if I was to say ‘Sir can you come here a
minute please?’ [spoken in Jamaican accent] he
would know what I’m talking about.

Shirley

I understand. Quite. Are there things that you can
say in dialect that you can’t say in another way?
For instance if you say something in the Jamaican
Creole you can’t put it into words in English?

Angela Copeland

Yes. There is some things like that because you
see there are some words in the Jamaican dialect
that you can’t really put into English.

Angela Coley

Well I disagree with you there because I think that
erm, if you speak in a Jamaican Creole I think that
you could put it into English words.

Angela Copeland

Yeh, but what I’m trying to say is that there are
some words in the Jamaican dialect that you can’t
put into English.

Angela Coley

Well, like um, it’s mixed up, and erm it could only
be translated in African.

Angela Copeland

Yes I see what you mean now.

Shirley

Now Angela I want you and the other Angela to
have a conversation in, um, the Jamaican Creole,
not very long, just for a little while, and then
repeat it in English afterwards if you can.
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Angela Copeland

Wha’ happen Angie? How’s things getting on at
school, cool?

Angela Coley

Yeh, they’re cool, y’know.

Angela Copeland

How’s your mother?

Angela Coley

She alright.

Angela Copeland

Me see your brother a’ home downa Brixton
Market the other day y’know, inna record shop.

Angela Coley

Me no know what him a do down dere cause if me
mumma catch him she wring him neck fi him
y’know.

Shirley

OK. Thank you. Now could …

Angela Copeland

Aright Angie, later, right?

Angela Coley

Yeh, later.

Shirley

Yeh. Could you er…repeat that in English please?
Find some way to …

Angela Coley

Right, well she said to me, ‘Hello …’

Shirley

No, I mean I want you to say it, like a
conversation a bit like before.

Angela Coley

Hello Angie…

Angela Copeland

Alright Angie, how are you?

Angela Coley

Fine thank you.

Angela Copeland

I saw your brother in Brixton Market the other day
in a record shop.

Angela Coley

I don’t know what he’s doing down there, ’cause if
my mother catch him she’ll wring his neck for
him. OK then, I’ll see you later, OK?

Angela Copeland

Yeh, see yuh.

Angela Coley

Bye.

Angela Copeland

Bye.

Shirley

There we have two different types of dialect, one
in Jamaican Creole, and one in English.

Angela Copeland

(whispering) Cockney now, Cockney.
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Shirley

Um, there’s another sort of a dialect, called
Cockney, and I wonder if you could repeat that
little scene again.

Angela Copeland

Watcher Ange!

Angela Coley

Watcher.

Angela Copeland

’Ow yer gettin’ on at school?

Angela Coley

Alright.

Angela Copeland

’Ow’s yer mum?

Angela Coley

She’s alright.

Angela Copeland

I saw your brother in Brixton the other day …

Angela Coley

Did yer?

Angela Copeland

…I seed ’im round there, yeh, he was in this
record shop.

Angela Coley

I dunno what he’s doing down there ’cause if my
mum catches ’im she’ll wring ’is neck for him you
know.

Angela Copeland

Oh yeh?

Angela Coley

Yeh.

Angela Copeland

Alright Ange, I’ll see yer, right?

Angela Coley

Yeh, see yer.

Angela Copeland

Bye.

Angela Coley

Yeh, bye.

Angela Copeland

Give me regards to your mum, won’t yer?

Angela Coley

Yeh, same to you love.

Shirley

Right, there … (laughter)… there we have three
different dialects.

One interesting thing about this piece of talk is that the girls have added
to the formality of the 10 questions an extra structure of their own,
unprompted by me: the interviewing technique, with Shirley as the
interviewer, something which they’re obviously familiar with from
television. They recognise that a quarter of an hour of talk needs a
shape to it as much as does a page of writing.
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Second Example: ‘Does Family Life Affect
School Life?’
It often occurs that, once the teacher has stepped out of the position of
sole authority, groups form their own authority structures, with
dominant or eloquent individuals guiding the discussion. But the
important difference is that those authority structures are negotiable,
and can be challenged. Here is a piece of group talk involving six girls
in one of my second-year classes [that is, pupils aged 12 and 13]. It’s
obvious at the beginning who’s in charge of the discussion. Marcia
Smith is leading, pacing, asking the questions – and they’re good
questions. But the discussion goes further, perhaps gets more heated,
than she had expected, and towards the end her authority is challenged.
In this case, I knew the group to be a cohesive one, with some
experience of unsupervised discussion, so I gave them nothing more
than the topic for their discussion: ‘Does family life affect school life?’
Marcia Smith

Do you think family life affects school?

Audrey

Er… I don’t know.

Marcia Smith

Do you think it makes any difference to your work
if you come from a good family or a bad family?

Audrey

It don’t make much difference.

Marcia Smith

What do you think, Ann?

Ann

What way do you mean?

Marcia Smith

I mean if you come… Does it matter what sort of
family you come from?

Ann

Yeah it could.

Beverley

Well I think if you get problems at home,
sometimes when you come to school you can’t
work because you can’t think straight because
you’re thinking about the problems that you got at
home.

Sonia

Er… yeah… in some way. But if you mean about
the willingness to work, no, because if a person
wants to work even if they come from a bad
family then they’ll just work.
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Marcia Smith

Marcia, do you think that your family life can
affect your school work?

Marcia Rose

Yes and no.

Marcia Smith

Explain!

Marcia Rose

Well…

Marcia Smith

What difference does it make?

Marcia Rose

To school work?

Marcia Smith

Yes, do you think your family life would affect
your school life or school work?

Marcia Rose

I have to think. No, I don’t think so. I don’t know
what to say… no, it wouldn’t.

Marcia Smith

Okay, so you just think it depends on that person,
whether they come from a good or bad family?

Marcia Rose

Yeah.

Marcia Smith

Audrey, do you think it’s the parents’
responsibility to see that their children go to
school?

Audrey

Yeah. Sometimes they don’t, they just leave them
out in the streets, them no care what happen to
them.

Marcia Smith

Ann, do you think it’s really necessary that
children must go to school? Is it really, really
necessary?

Ann

Well…

Audrey

It is really necessary because if they don’t want to
go they can stay and don’t learn nothing and don’t
get a good job. But they don’t want to learn
nothing, they just want to go out on the street, buy
cigarettes and all this kind of thing and just hop it.
That’s all they want to do.

Beverley

It depends on their age, really. If they’re little
their parents can see that they go to school, so that
when they grow up they would get used to going
to school and they would like it and so when they
grow up they wouldn’t think of hopping it.
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Audrey

But the big ones they should have sense, they
should know they should be going to school.
Because… but they don’t want to go, they don’t
want to listen.

Ann

I think school is good because I like hard work
because you learn by your mistakes.

Marcia Smith

Okay. Audrey, suppose you had, suppose anybody
had a bad family life, okay, do you think it would
still affect their school work? Make any
difference?

Audrey

I don’t… No I don’t think, I don’t think it would
make any difference because, you know, all your
bad family life you shouldn’t bring all your
worries to school. You should, you should just
keep them at home.

Marcia Smith

But surely if you got any worries like… you gotta
bring, you can’t…

Audrey

You can’t forget.

Marcia Smith

Yeah.

Audrey

You can’t forget it, I know you can’t forget it
but… I don’t know, I don’t know about that.

Beverley

It depends what kind of person you are, really.

Audrey

It don’t.

Beverley

I think it does.

Ann

Does it?

Beverley

It does.

Audrey

It doesn’t.

Beverley

It does. It does because some people they can’t
just forget their… can’t just forget their worries
like that.

Audrey

Well if they had enough sense they would.

Beverley

Well some of them can’t, can they? It depends
what worry it is anyway.

Marcia Rose

Can’t what?
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Beverley

Forget their worries about, forget their worries
about their work, something like that.

Marcia Rose

Oh no, I don’t think they could.

Marcia Smith

I don’t know. What are you talking about?

Sonia

Forget it!

Marcia Smith

All right er… so to be successful at school what
sort of life do you think you would have to lead?
Would you have to have a good home and a good
teacher and everything like that?

Audrey

You can have a good home and a good life but it
depends on the teacher who is teaching you, who
is teaching you the subject.

Marcia Smith

It matters a lot what sort of teacher you got?

Audrey

Yeah, and some of them just be dunce teachers
and can’t teach much.

Beverley

And it depends on if you really want to learn too.

Audrey

Some of them don’t want to learn, just sit in class
reading comics and everything.

Sonia

Too true! I mean what do you mean by dunce
teachers? I mean teachers are human like
everyone.

Audrey

I mean teachers what don’t know anything.

Ann

All teachers know everything because they
wouldn’t get through to being a teacher if they
didn’t know nothing.

Sonia

But some of them are stupid teachers.

Ann

Shut up your mouth! If they didn’t know anything
they wouldn’t be teachers!

Marcia Smith

Audrey, can you really say you learned something
from this school, a lot from this school?

Audrey

Yeah I’ve learned quite a lot, but I’ve learned at
my other school as well.

Marcia Smith

Do you think, do you think this method of
teaching, I mean, is very good at this school? Do
you think it’s slower?
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Marcia Rose

It’s slower.

Audrey

It’s slower as Marcia said. They should rise it up a
bit, put us on a little bit of hard work, if you know
what I mean.

Marcia Smith

Er… Do you think that, er, teachers should just let
you go at your own pace or should they just let
you wait behind for somebody else or should
somebody else… let you go up to catch up with
somebody else?

Audrey

No, they shouldn’t let us go on our own pace but
they should just put us on a little bit higher work,
if you know what I mean.

Sonia

Er… I think that er… teachers should, they
shouldn’t let everybody go behind on their lessons
just because they want to. If people want to get a
little bit ahead or do some study work like that
then they can. Because my sister, once she was
doing a lesson and she knew the lesson already
from the last term, right, and when she done the
answers, right, she was told that she shouldn’t do
the whole answers, right, she was only to do the
minimum of what was required of her, right, and if
you want to go a couple of lessons ahead I think
that’s okay.

Marcia Smith

So really, altogether, all you together, we all think
that, well, parents should see that their children go
to school and when children get to school they
should have a proper teacher and the teacher
should make sure they get some work.

Audrey

Yeah, but some of the teachers don’t care much
and same as the parents, they just put them
outside, they don’t see them off to school. The big
ones are supposed to have enough sense for that as
well.

Sonia

Er… sometimes, er.. teachers are just taken for
granted, because teachers don’t really get a lot of
money and they’ve got a class to worry about.

Audrey

And you know some of the teachers right, they
don’t mind if they don’t teach us anything because
they know they still get paid for what they’re
doing.
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Ann

Yeah.

Sonia

Of course because it’s, when the class misbehaves
or sometimes they’re just too lazy or the class
misbehaves and they say, ‘Oh what’s the hell, I’m
still gonna get paid and I have to get a living
anyway,’ you know, ‘What’s the hell with it, I’ll
just wait for them, they’ll be doing themselves the
harm in the end, I’ll be getting the money, or the
dough, or the cash.’

Audrey

They just don’t care if they teach anybody because
they know they getting paid already.

Ann

Yeah ’cause that’s what […..] said once, he said,
he said he don’t care because he still gonna get his
pay. He’s teaching you and if you don’t want to
hear it’s up to you.

Audrey

And at our primary school this teacher who used
to be the teacher… all of them were making noises
and she just said, ‘I don’t care,’ she just throw
down the chalk that she was teaching us with and
she say, ‘I don’t care we still get paid anyway.’
They don’t care if they teach us anything in this
school because they know they’ll still get paid.

Marcia Smith

Do you think teachers should be strict?
(Pause)

Audrey

No.

Marcia Smith

Stricter?

Audrey

No, not really.

Beverley

In between. Sometimes strict, sometimes not.

Audrey

If teachers were too strict right, there would be a
war between the children and the teachers if they
were too strict.

Ann

Yeah.

Sonia

There would be. Children resent having people
telling them what to do because sometimes the
grown-ups think, ‘Oh, I’ve been through it, I know
it all,’ and they don’t really think about the
children who are having problems and all that.
And also they think a different way. Some of the
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teachers are too old-fashioned, and they think this
is the way children should be taught and…
Marcia Smith

Sonia, just tell me… I think, right, that a teacher
should be somebody who can sort of mix with the
kids, you know, get on with kids, they can mix
with them and talk with them about the subjects
what kids talk about.

Ann

Because they learn quicker that way.

Audrey

Marcia, how do you think life in this school will
be for you in these past few years?

Marcia Smith

I think it will be pretty much the same but of
course I will be on the other building so I don’t
know what it’s like there.

Audrey

How do you think it was at this school?

Marcia Smith

How do you mean, when?

Audrey

I mean how, how have you liked life here at this
school?

Marcia Smith

I’d say the school’s okay you know, and most of
the teachers, but they pretty well, the kids are
damaging the school you know, as the years go by
you know, each set of kids, each year gets worse
and worse and worse in between, you know what I
mean.

Audrey

Thank you. Beverley, what do you think of this
school?

Beverley

Well it’s all right at times but sometimes when you
got to do your work they make up noise and you
can’t get to do your work. So you get low marks.

Audrey

Sonia?

Sonia

Well I think um… Yeah it’s true every year they
get worse and worse and worse and the teachers
think that by using these NEW methods they can
get the kids to do what they like and it’s not true.

Marcia Smith

I think the kids are getting too ignorant, just too
ignorant, they’re just looking for an excuse to cuss
the teachers.

Ann

Anybody else?
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Beverley

The reason is that the teachers are too soft.

A Simple Means of Refining Analysis
My initial reaction to these discussions, which were among the first that
I had initiated, was one of appreciation and some relief; the girls had
stuck pretty well to their task, and the talk seemed to be well ordered,
persistent and frequently insightful. Once that is agreed, however, there
comes a problem. What do you say next? How do you discuss
examples of talk more exactly? I felt a need for some simple means of
refining the analysis, not to supplant my primary response, but to
reinforce it. So here’s a proposal. If we ask the question, ‘What is
happening here?’ of a piece of talk, we might be interested in what’s
happening cognitively, linguistically or socially.
Cognitively: what is being learned in the course of the talk, by whom,
how does that learning come about, and can we see examples of
learning which probably needed to happen in this specific context if
they were to happen at all?
Linguistically: what types and degrees of facility with language do the
talkers display, and is their facility affected by the topic or the mood of
the discussion, or by the role or stance they adopt in it? Is there
development or change in any of these areas during the course of the
talk?
Socially: who dominates, who follows, who is anxious for consensus,
who likes to strike postures of disagreement, how ready – if at all – are
individuals to modify or abandon previous positions?
Is there
development or change in any of these areas during the course of the
talk?
As always with categories, let us admit immediately that these are
neither discrete, nor scientific, nor sacrosanct. Their purpose is to help
us to see better what’s already there.
Cognitively, the two most important moments in the second discussion
seem to me to be: the unresolved disagreement between Audrey and
Beverley about whether or not it is possible to forget the worries of
your home life when you come to school; and the response to Marcia
Smith’s question, ‘Do you think teachers should be strict?’ when, after
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some spirited rhetoric on the need for strong government, the girls
realise the dilemma about freedom and control which most teachers
face every day of their working lives. Those are two significant pieces
of learning, and the interesting thing about them is that though they
might be said to have existed potentially in the girls’ heads before the
discussion started, the talk itself gave them a different kind of
existence; they became visible for a while, they were considered
consciously. The only word I know for this process is an obscure one
for which I apologise: it is ‘maieutic’. The Oxford English Dictionary
explains it as ‘the Socratic process of assisting a person to bring out
into clear consciousness conceptions previously latent in the mind’. I
came across the word in an essay by E.M. Forster about Lowes
Dickinson, his teacher. Incidentally, it defines for me the nature of
most good teaching. It is a major characteristic of interactive talk
working properly. The two questions highlighted here have no easily
attainable answers.
They are not childish questions, either. The
realisation that such questions exist, and that they are complex, is, I
think, the major cognitive gain of this piece of talk.
Of the various things one could say linguistically, perhaps most worthy
of comment is the considerable amount of extended utterance in the
discussion. The use of complex sentences is frequent. The girls employ
a wide range of discourse relationships between sentences. Though
they quite often have recourse to anecdote or example, this is not an
automatic tendency, and they show the ability to argue generally as
well. Marcia Rose is an exception – she sits on the sidelines of the
discussion – and Ann perhaps a borderline example; whatever the
reasons for this, they don’t correlate with those two girls’ achievements
in literacy, as both were more than competent readers and writers.
There are occasional examples of London vernacular and Jamaican
grammar, but the formality of the occasion – topic to be discussed and
tape-recorder listening – means that Standard English grammar exerts
by far the strongest influence. When Audrey ‘seizes the microphone’
towards the end of the discussion, and asks Marcia Smith a question,
the daring of the act causes her tense structure to fall momentarily
apart. Overall, though the talk contains several heated disagreements,
the girls give each other space to be grammatically tentative, to
abandon or reformulate sentences, to have more than one go at stating
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their point of view. Linguistically, that may be one of the most valuable
functions of group talk between equals.
The most striking social feature of the discussion has been mentioned
already: Marcia Smith’s dominance, accepted quite happily by the
others, but negotiable and eventually challenged. Her value as someone
who can ask questions at the right time, listening to the answers
sufficiently carefully to be able then to pose questions which she hasn’t
had any time to consider, is considerable in giving the discussion
coherence and direction. Equally valuable is her talent for summarising
what’s been said so far. It is interesting that she concedes the
interviewer role immediately after she has risked her first personal
statement of opinion.

Third Example: A Mediaeval Town Council
Both the examples of talk that we looked at so far have involved small
groups. I do think that the small group is the ideal unit for many kinds
of pupil talk. But I’m going to conclude with a piece of whole-class
talk, which, as we will see, is the outcome of previous group work.
This is a second-year class at Hackney Downs School. The boys are 12
or 13 years old. During their first three years at the school, they follow
an integrated studies course called humanities, which incorporates
English, history, geography and social studies. The humanities course
allows for some team teaching. The class’s principal teacher is John
Hardcastle, and I am in support. The boys have recently been studying
mediaeval England, and have arrived at the peasants’ revolt of 1381.
They have been considering this event, and its causes, for about a
fortnight, using several historical books (including a comic-strip
account), and information presented by the teachers on paper and orally.
The revolt has come to its bloody conclusion, and in its aftermath
representatives of an unspecified mediaeval town are to meet to discuss
the problems that they jointly face. In particular, the peasants have
major grievances. The week before the discussion took place, we
divided the class into four factions: lords, churchmen, guildsmen (or
tradesmen) and peasants. The four groups separated and, using the
information they had, prepared to argue a case from their point of view
on important questions like wages, prices, land ownership, law and
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order, defence, education. A week later, they all came together in a
large circle and debated for an hour. We videotaped the occasion. The
extract which follows is mainly concerned with food and finance. In
the early part of the discussion John Hardcastle presided and invited
individuals to speak; he withdrew from that role as the talk gained
momentum. The faction which each speaker represents is indicated by
the letter in brackets after the name.
David (L)

Er, we as the lords think there are some good
points mentioned, but then, just think if you was
ruling the government. Since the peasants wants
to rule, just think how it would be. There’d be
millions of peasants ruling and they haven’t got
the brains or anything so they wouldn’t understand
anything or how to rule the government, and if the
guildsmen, as the right honourable Mr Casson
said, about they’ve only got craft in their hands,
then they would, um, mess up the government
really, ’cause they haven’t got any brains in their
head, they can’t run things properly. So we as the
lords think that we should set the government, and
if you agree, then we’ll have it and we can change
it, but if you disagree…

JH

I think the church has got to say something now,
and then back to the guildsmen.

Kevin J. (C)

Well I don’t mind who, um, actually do this, but
what I think is that only one group make the like,
er what’s it, the laws, right, I mean like what we’re
going to do, and if we all want to change it, we
just like have a quick vote on it. ’Cause if
everybody wants to, like, make up their own plan,
they going to, like, take a long time to settle it.

JH

There is a problem about everybody voting on it
because if it’s one man one vote then the peasants
are going to win every time, ’cause there’s like
three million of them, and, so that the peasants are
almost always going to get their own way, aren’t
they?

Kevin S. (G)

So like, um, Mr Lynch said, sir, he was saying that
we can’t, we can only read and write with our
hands, but not with our brains. So how do we
tradesmen bring fair prices to the city? Reading
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and writing, and writing down the prices to bring
food such as salt and foreign foods. Thank you.
JH

Sensible. Nigel.

Nigel (P)

What the tradesmen are doing now, they’re trying
to represent us in what we’re doing, right, saying
how are we going to get fair prices. What we
think we should do is represent the tradesmen as
they, as they can read and write, and they can try
to help the peasants.

Nicky (P)

We think that, um, out of every group there should
be a representative, and we should make up the
prices. They should all go round and sort out a
fair kind of price.

JH

Are we saying then, that the first item on the
agenda is going to be prices?

Several

Yeah.

JH

Is that what we’re going to do? So are we, have
we reached a point where we can have a
spokesman from each group on prices?

Several

Yeah.

JH

Just a second. Right, now then, we’ve got a
problem of who’s going to speak first on prices.
Well, should it be the tradesmen or should it be the
lords, or should it be the…?

Several

The tradesmen.

JH

All right then, the tradesmen. Kevin, you can
speak first.

Kevin S. (G)

I believe that Nicky’s right in one way, that you
should make up the prices so that he can afford to
buy it, but in one way he’s wrong because we’re
buying it at a certain price, and if he makes up the
price cheaper we’d be, we’d be in a great loss off
him, we’d be bankrupt.
(Pause)

JH

David, you’re going to have to move forward.

David (L)

We think that um, everybody should have a say in
the prices, and say what they think would um, be
able to work, and then the nearest one to a certain
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reasonable price, so that everybody can afford it,
even the peasants themselves, should be the fair
price. That’s the way we think, er, it should work.
JH

Anybody else on prices? Nigel.

Nigel (P)

I don’t know really how, how you’re going to be
talking about prices and how the peasants are
going to buy it, since the peasants are paid such
meagre wages that we aren’t going to get, get
much anyway. To me prices are, are pretty big, so
we, so meat is a real luxury. Sugar, that costs
nearly a week’s pay, and when it comes to things
like rice and wheat, those are the things that we
have to eat every day.
(Pause)

Mark (P)

We think that if, if all the prices go up, like
everybody wants them to go up, or down or
whatever, we think that we should have, say more
pay, and then if we get more money, then you can
put the prices up, and no… nobody’ll get any loss,
including the tradesmen.

John (P)

And about the pay, I think, um, that, that a law
should be made so that all the peasants get the
same pay, because on one manor a lord who is
generous pays about six, um pennies a day, and
another one pays four pennies a day. So why
should it be, um, sorry for the peasants who work
for the measly lord?

JH

Well I think that is true. (Pause.) You’ll have to
come forward a bit, otherwise you… The lords’ll
have to move in.

Simon C. (L)

I think it’s up to the tradesmen who get the goods
to say how much they cost for them. The peasants
can’t worry too much, ’cause they’re working on
the fields, they must take some profit from the
fields, and sell it to the tradesmen, and eat some of
the, whatever they, some of the crops, whatever
they get themselves, so they can still live. It’s just
up to the tradesmen, what they want to do. Know
what I mean? Don’t know if you get what I mean,
but…
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Kevin S. (G)

We would sell the goods on these foreign foods at
a fair prices, but the merchants here, they’re
selling it to us at such a rocketing price, we have
to sell it back to you at the same price, so really
we can’t do anything about it, or we’re going to be
having a great loss, and they’re the one who’s be,
going to get richer and richer every day from the
goods they bring back from the foreign countries.

Nigel (P)

Coming back to what Simon Casson said that we
get, we work in the fields, that’s quite true.
Another thing he said was that we live, we get, we
get food at what the um, what we make. That isn’t
true. Since what we make, either we steal it or we
wait until you give us really, really tiny things like
the occasional sack of wheat about once a year.
What you’re doing is living off us. We do the
sweating, you do the eating. The same with the
church. The church has got, has got a lot of land.
We do the work, they do the eating. You lot get
fat, we get thinner.

Nicky (P)

And you said about we get food off the fields; if
we take one grain, then our lord will probably
punish us and whip us. Like, it’s the same as
stealing, we never get anything off of our lords,
except for our measly little pay.

Kevin J. (C)

Now, the church has a lot of land, I agree. Now
what we do is give the land to peasants to work
on, and what we do, we give them wheat and
things to, like, make them have crop, and when
they have crop, what we do, we take one tenth of
what they have and the rest we give to them. And
if they want, if they want us to sell their, like,
wheat for some money, we do it and see if we can
get the highest price for them.

Nigel (P)

What do you mean, you get ten per cent of what
we make? What you do, you come along with
your taxpayers, with your tax collectors, you come
along in the harvest time, you cart away thousands
of tons’ worth of grain, and then when it comes to
the winter, you take, you come round with your
great big carts and you call peasants out, and what
do you give them? One cup of grain and one cup
of rice. You can’t say you take ten per cent. You
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take nearly, something like seventy per cent and
then you, the rest of it you share out between three
million peasants.
(Pause.)
David (L)

We agree with the churches, and um, been saying,
well that’s happened in the past, but we, this
meeting is for the future, and how we can improve
matters in the future. So we decide that we’ll
make a law that from now on, as long as you work
in the field, and you don’t steal anything, and you
work on the, the regulations of the churches, then
you will be able to get what you produce and eat
some of it, and about fifty per cent, fifty to sixty
per cent will be able to be shared, um, with the
three million people that you have.

Simon C. (L)

We can’t sort anything out now, but you’ve got to
compromise with whoever your lord is. Like, if
you work in the field, I’m sure they’re going to
give you something for that, I’m sure they’ll house
you and feed you for it, even if you don’t get paid.

Anthony (G)

Do most, um, peasants work on the fields?

Nigel (P)

Every last one of them. Every boy who is under
ten years old, they work. Once they pass the age
of five, we work, we work till we drop.

Anthony (G)

So if they’re giving them more food, and giving
them food and money they won’t need to buy no
money at the market, no food at the market.

Nigel (P)

They never do, we buy the food.

Anthony (G)

You won’t need to, um, buy food at the market,
’cause you get food off, food at the fields, and
we’ll be losing out.

Nigel (P)

If we take one handful of grain, that hand is
chopped off. If we take one cupful of grain, we’re
killed.

Anthony (G)

Well he just said, um, you’ll be getting food and
money.

Nigel (P)

We never, the only time we get food is in the
middle of the winter, when half of us are starving.
The only time we get money is at, at the end of
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one month, when we get the most meagre wages
anybody could think of.
Simon C. (L)

Well then, you’ve just got to compromise, ain’t
you, with your lord. I’m sure, well, out of the
church over here and the lords over here I’m sure
they’re going to give you something for your
troubles, at least if it’s housing, or some food or
whatever.

John (P)

Talking about all the lords and churchmen, we
can’t go to any of them, we’ve got to stay to our
lord until we drop, because just say we’ve got a
tight lord, that’s our hard, ’cause we can’t go over
to the other lord or to the churchmen ’cause they
offer us more, ’cause you’ve made a law against
it, so we’ve only got to compromise with our one
lord. He knows we can’t leave, otherwise we’ll
starve, and he knows it’s against the law to leave,
so all he does is, if we try to compromise he gives
us less. We can’t do nothing about it.

Nicky (P)

About speaking to our lords, um, the lords won’t
speak to us, ’cause every other person apart from
some of the tradesmen and all the peasants, and all
the peasants, they think that the peasants are
dumb, and the lords won’t speak to us or negotiate
with us ’cause they think we’re stupid, and we’re
uneducated…

There are nine pupil speakers in this extract. Though that is not a large
proportion of the whole class, the number is doubled during the course
of the complete discussion, so that about three quarters of the class of
25 make public contributions.

The Management of Whole-class Talk
Whole-class talk is a very hard thing to manage. This example owes an
enormous amount of the strength and quality of ideas of John
Hardcastle, and to the confidence the boys have in him. I want to
underline only two things about it. First, the use of the group within the
whole class, and the provision of time for the groups to plan separately,
mean that each individual has a manageable unit to be part of, and can
try out the uncertain ideas, the ones that eventually don’t work, in a
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context more private and less risky. Secondly, the value of role-play:
from their adopted socio-economic positions, the boys produce
language and argument which we – and probably they – didn’t know
they were capable of at that time. The peasants’ rhetorical sweeps; the
mean diplomacy of the lords; the guildsmen’s understanding of
economic realities. The variety of stances informing the talk meant that
there was more intellectual room for the participants than there would
have been if, as inhabitants of the late twentieth century, they been
discussing the events of 600 years ago.
As you can tell, I think this discussion is highly successful. The first
two examples of group talk, for which I take sole responsibility, I would
describe as moderately successful. In conclusion, I should admit that
unsuccessful or only partially successful talk, in my terms, has also
been a frequent feature of my classrooms. I’ve had a group discussion
on the major religions of the world, quite carefully structured with a fair
amount of information beforehand, degenerate into anti-Semitism. I’ve
had a discussion on race, involving white and West Indian children,
become the swapping of anti-Pakistani anecdotes. More frequent than
those rather horrific incidents have been times when the discussion has
had good patches and then tailed off aimlessly. I don’t have magic
solutions to these problems. I think that where discussion throws up
obvious examples of racism or sexism, say, you have to step in and
challenge that. In the case of the aimless tailings-off, it could be that a
tighter agenda for the talk is needed, or it could be that children (rather
like adults) need occasionally to waste time in order to learn how to use
time. Obviously there are limits to that, but there is no fixed definition
of what is valuable talk and what is incidental chatter. Any group of
adults, met together to perform a specific task or to discuss a specific
topic, will have times of ‘straying from the point’, which may be
irritating to some, enlightening to others. Individuals will ask questions
which may seem, to different hearers, pointless or perceptive. Such
ambiguities are inevitable. We shouldn’t impose the kinds of value
judgements on children’s talk which we wouldn’t impose on our own.
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Talking about Race
This next piece appeared in summer 1983 in issue 11 of The English
Magazine. It features a group of boys in the same class as formed the
mediaeval town council in the third extract in the previous piece. They
are three years older now; they’re in their fifth year at Hackney Downs
School. The group had watched a programme in the BBC Continuing
Education series 16-Up, about racial discrimination and oppression in
Britain. Two of the boys, both called Simon, had also seen the
programme previously, and were very critical of it in that they felt that
it presented black people merely as articulate victims, and white people
as the crudest stereotypes of racist ignorance, with a prejudiced teacher
insisting on a view of Africa as primitive and savage, a discriminatory
employer, a man making insulting generalisations about West Indians’
social lives. In these boys’ opinion, the programme, though well
intentioned, was shallow and damaging. After the group had watched
the programme, they talked about the areas of dilemma and difficulty
which it presented. Talking with them are John Hardcastle, their
English teacher, and Paul Ashton, then an advisory teacher for English
in the Inner London Education Authority.
All the boys in the class are now well accustomed to talking together
about serious and difficult questions. Talk has been an essential
dimension of English for the last two years, and of the integrated
humanities course which the class followed in their first three years. As
a result, the boys have become better talkers and listeners, while their
teachers have learnt more about managing and nurturing group talk.
The following transcript is an abbreviated version of the group’s 40minute discussion. It will illuminate certain statements in the transcript
if the reader knows that Simon C and Ricky are indigenous white boys,
Simon Y a white boy who was born in South Africa, Sunday a Nigerian,
and Robert and Anthony second-generation West Indians.
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Simon C

The way I see it, it just had a total bias. It was just
like, they weren’t well informed enough, the
people who was making the programme. It
seemed to say, he didn’t put one point against
black people, or for white people. It just said, ‘All
whites are bad, all blacks are good.’ Basically,
that’s all the programme said.

Robert

They weren’t saying that…
(Several voices)

JH

Go on, Robert, say what you were going to say.

Robert

They were saying that the white people, right, are
treating the black people like they’re running them
down all the time, telling them that they’re this
and they’re that. How could they be saying that
the blacks are good when the white people are
saying, ‘Ah, you’re rundown this and you’re
rundown that, you’re a shorthead,’ and all this?

Simon C

Because once we watch that programme we think,
Cor, look at those stupid white people, look how
stupid they are. And they don’t take no other
forms of racialism in with it. Even though the
white people there were saying, ‘Oh, you black
this, you black that,’ and seemingly being stupid
and racialist, that wasn’t putting down black
people, that was putting down white people by
them saying that.

Ricky

Another thing is, on that film, right, it showed that
white people might be racist, but it never showed
the reverse, that black people are still racist
against white people, that they still hold it against
this generation about what happened in the slave
trade. That still gets thrown up in your face.
Because you’re white they reckon it was you that
did it.

Simon C

No, no, it’s not that, it’s just a feeling you get…

Ricky

It is true.

JH

I reckon that does happen, I mean…

Ricky

It does. All the times I’ve…
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Simon C

It’s the feeling you get, the way Sunday goes
sometimes. He does it as a joke.

Sunday

Get off! I didn’t start on you, guy.

JH

Hang on, hang on.

Simon Y(to Sunday) When you say, ‘Kaffir, kaffir,’ when I’m not a
black person. You’re just running yourself down,
you’re not running me down.
Anthony

So what you get upset for?

Simon Y

If someone called you ‘wog’ all the time, would
you get upset?

Anthony

No.

Simon Y

Yes you would.

JH

You would.
(Several voices)

Anthony

But if I’m calling him ‘kaffir’, he’s not a kaffir, so
what’s he getting upset for?

Simon Y

It hurts me.
(Several voices)

Sunday

You’re changing it now, ’cause ‘kaffir’ means
black, right. That’s what you’re saying.

Simon Y

I know, but it can still hurt me. I come from that
country, innit?

Sunday

So what? So what? You come from that country
which is run by white people.

Simon Y

I know I do. But it makes out I’m racist, dunnit?

JH

Hang on, hang on.

Simon Y

You keep saying it all the time.

JH

Let’s just hang on. Just to clarify what’s going on
here, right, it seems to me, as a white person, one
of the things that, as a white teacher, one of the
mistakes that I’ve made was having too simple a
view of what you have to do in school to change
things. So if, say for example, I started to teach
about slavery, or for example the history of
oppression in South Africa, or what’s happening in
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Brixton today, I thought that it’s enough to put a
black person’s point of view, right. Now when
you do that kind of thing, people in the class feel
very differently about it, and the white people in
the class that operate very well with black kids,
and that would support black kids in any kind of
racist incident, I think, feel some kind of shame
attached to it, and feel that black people are in a
position to put them down, just because of their
skin. I agree with what Ricky says up to a point,
not all the way… I think that film’s made by white
people on behalf of black people…
Simon C

Yeah.

JH

…and that they’re putting it too easily. What I’m
saying is, really, that perhaps there should be a
programme that supports white people that are
trying not to be racist, but trying to find a way
through, because that’s not easy.

Ricky

It wouldn’t work though, would it? Because
there’s no way that black people and white people
are going to… It doesn’t matter how much you
talk, right, it never solves nothing. You know
what I mean, ’cause you take it since we’ve been
as a group, right, four or five years now, innit, now
we’ve always talked about race. Now to us, I
know how Sunday feels, and I know how a white
kid feels, right, but that’s among us, right, we
understand one another, but you take it on the
scale of Britain, it’s different, because in London
you’ve got a lot of coloured people, up in
Manchester you’ve got quite a few coloured
people, if you go south from here, there ain’t that
many coloured people, they ain’t brought up with
the education of the slave trade and they don’t
understand, when they see a coloured person, I
mean someone down there may not see a coloured
person in real life, or once or twice in their lives.
They don’t see them every day. They don’t live
with them. They don’t understand them. And in
the end they vote, when they say all this and that
about them, I don’t understand them.

Simon C

That’s why I…
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Sunday

What hits me is that when white people say,
‘Africans are living in mud huts,’ right, what’s
wrong with living in mud huts? I mean, since the
slave trade, Africans have been living in mud huts
as the traditional way, why should they change
their ways, right? Flats like these (points out of
the window), in this country they have flats, right,
and they had farms or cottages in them times, so
what’s wrong with living in mud huts? What’s
bad in that?

Simon Y

It’s the climate you’re living in. In England it’s
always cold, right, and so they have all concrete
stuff, but in Africa where there are hot areas, they
don’t want to build flats, because flats are too hot.
(Several voices)

Simon C

Flats ain’t practical anyway, are they?

Simon Y

They’re trying to save space, innit?

Robert

Like in England they say to children that Africans
live in mud huts and all that, right, and in Africa
they could be saying, ‘Oh the English, they live in
houses,’ they might think of it like that in the
English, innit?

Simon Y

They might laugh at them.

Robert

Yeah. People in England might be laughing at
people in Africa for living in mud huts, and for all
they know, people in Africa could be saying, ‘Oh
look, they live in houses, it’s strange, innit?’

Ricky

The only thing I can say on that, right, is, if you go
back in history, white people lived in mud huts in
Britain, all them years ago, right, and to them
they’ve developed in a sense. I mean, this ain’t
my point of view. The thing is that they’ve
developed, and they’ve built better structural
houses, and to them it seems like it’s a better idea.
They don’t know, all right they know it’s hot, say,
in Africa, do they know how hot it is? The point
is, that white people did use to live in mud huts in
Britain, and now they’ve improved, so why in
Africa…
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Simon C

It’s not like saying that one is better than the other,
one way of living is better than the other, but it’s
not, it’s just whatever you choose.

Robert

It’s like they don’t want to remember though,
because if they lived in mud huts before, why not
say that in classrooms, why can’t they say, ‘Well,
the English used to live in mud huts as well’?

Ricky

I was told that in a classroom. I never learnt it
from a book.

Sunday

It’s the television, innit? It influences people,
right. When they see it, right, they think it’s bad,
but they ain’t going down there and they ain’t
seeing how it is. So when people see on the
television, they take it from there… and think, Oh,
well, they’ve gone down there and seen it, but the
film makers could just get a white person, paint
him black, and get him to dance around and act
stupid and get wild animals and all that rubbish.

JH

Another way of looking at that particular scene
was this, that if you’re a white person and you’re
trying to work through issues about race, right,
you’re trying to think your way through, you feel
very insecure, you don’t feel as though you’re
absolutely sure that you’re right. That’s my
experience, anyway. It worries you a great deal.
Because it’s not just a question of deliberately
setting out to be racist and hurt somebody, very
often you do stuff that’s come through your
education, that you thought was right, and you
find out when you come out with something, you
say something, that in fact you’ve got it wrong.
But what struck me about that scene with that
teacher was, I thought it was bad teaching,
because she had an idea of Africa in her head and
she wanted the kids to come out with that idea of
Africa but… I don’t think she was a teacher, I
think she was an actress anyway, she was denying
what the kid was telling her. You know, there she
is saying, she wants mud huts and animals and
exotic costumes, and the kids saying, ‘But it isn’t
like that, you know, it’s flats and cars and
everything you’d expect from…’
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PA

It’s stereotypes, isn’t it? The teacher had a
stereotype of what Africa must be like, and was
not prepared to let it go in favour of the truth.

Simon Y

Like that bloke had a stereotype…

PA

Yeah, stereotype of a large party in the night, it
must be a West Indian party.

Sunday

Like not everybody can have a loud party.

Simon Y

Yeah, and he thinks white people just like pop, and
rock ‘n’ roll, but…

PA

Stereotypes can’t stand up when you’re face to
face like this, can they? They have to fall away.

JH

Just to up the stakes are bit, the point that Simon
and Simon were making, that you can’t oppose
something that is complex and, um, articulate with
another stereotype, we were presented with a
stereotypical teacher, a stereotypical annoyed man
in the night, a stereotypical personnel manager,
that was being set up against…

Simon C

Yeah, and if you can imagine…

JH

…articulate black youth.

Simon C

…if you could imagine if they’d done that and
they’d have portrayed the black people in the
same way as they portrayed the white people in
that thing, there’d be a big, like, you know, you
get what I mean?

JH

See if you can put it, I know what you mean, see if
you can put it another way.

Simon Y

What’s he trying to say?

PA

I know what he’s trying to say.

Simon C

You know, when there’s…

Simon Y

If black people made a programme about…

Simon C

No, hang on. You know that programme they had
on there, right, they had…

Simon Y

…when people try and degrade…
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Simon C

…no, hang on. That programme, right. They had
white people there, the stereotyped image of white
people, um, basically divs…

JH

Yeah.

Simon C

…and they were there, right, and if they had done
the same thing with the black people they
portrayed…

Simon Y

Made out that…

Simon C

Yeah, then there’d have been a big thing with the
race relations board and all that. And so, so really
what the programme was doing was the opposite
of what it was trying to do, if you get what I mean.
It was trying to say, ‘No, we don’t want no
stereotyping, there’s good and bad in everyone,
people are equal and all that,’ and what it was
really saying, when it was actually doing was
the… I don’t know if you get when I’m saying, I
ain’t saying it very well…

JH

You see, if you put it another way, right, the
stereotype that was strongest in that was neurotic
middle-aged men.
(Laughter)

JH

Do you know what I mean? What it actually does
is set up for ridicule middle-aged men…

PA

Nervous.

JH

…that are nervous and worried about what’s
happening.

Simon Y

The kind of men that read dirty pics.
(Laughter)

JH

…and in actual fact perhaps they’re the least able
to cope with the fact that, you know, these
pressures are around. Because of education,
because of other things, you know…

Simon C

Whereas they only showed them sort of people,
they didn’t show normal people like us.

PA

Right, but what you think of this, because I feel
exactly the same, I don’t want to be thought of as
a white person like that teacher, I don’t want to be
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thought of like that, but I’m in the position now,
aren’t I, feeling angry, that black people have
been, looking at films and reading books in this
society for many years. Black people have often
seen themselves portrayed on films, haven’t they?
Am I right? Over the years as being savages or
whatever, you know, or stupid.
Sunday

Whose fault was it then? Who’s fault was it?

PA

That was the fault of the white writers and the
white audience. Now I see myself, my race,
caricatured, made to look different from what I
know it is, I immediately get angry.

Sunday

But it’s not us black people that’s giving you the
impression, though.

PA

No, not at all. But I can understand that you
would be angry.

Simon C

No, hang on. You’re saying something wrong
there anyway. Because it’s not us white people
either. It’s them white people. Or possibly them
black people.
(Several voices)

Sunday

You can’t have two white people. You cannot
have two white people…

Simon C

…not saying that black people are devoid of…

Sunday

That’s a bit racist if you say there’s two white
people. ’Cause you can’t have two white
people…

Ricky

There is two lots of white people.

Sunday

…because there’s one white and there’s one black.
(Several voices)

JH

Hang on, hang on. One at a time.

Ricky

If you got a National Front meeting, right, Sunday,
and there’s 50 or a couple of hundred thousand
skinheads walking down the street, right, and you
got other white people that are with black people,
that are trying to stop the bomb or something,
right, that white person ain’t the same as that
white person, is he?
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Sunday

That means you’re a bit racialist, you’re talking
about people being racialist against one another. It
is.

PA

Not all white people are the same, are they? They
don’t all have the same view.

Sunday

Yeah, all right, they don’t all have the same view,
but…

Ricky

I know there’s kids in the school that went on that
geography trip when we were kiddies, right, and a
kid there said he’s racial against all white people,
he hates white people, right.

JH

Who said that?

Ricky

Not going on about names, right, but he hates
white people…

Simon C

A black kid?

Ricky

Yeah, and he’s black, right… (Several voices) …
he hates white people and then you got some
coloured people, they don’t mind white people,
they can get on with both. Now that’s two
different kinds of black people to me. Because
that’s one that is living with the future and that’s
one that is thinking, God, look what they’ve done
to us, I’m going to do… and you’re keeping it up,
innit? You’re making things worse if you do that.

Simon C

It’s like, I’ve some mates I used to hang about
with… We’re walking down the street, and one of
them knows this kid who’s a mod, and he happens
to be black, and, so anyway we’re going down
there, and the mod leaves us, and then I was
talking to one of my other mates, we’re the same
as each other, and you can’t tell us apart, so I goes,
‘Nice, isn’t he?’ to my mate, and he goes, ‘Yeah,
he’s all right for a black, you get some of them are
nice,’ and all this crap. So that’s where I’m
different to him, whereas we’re sort of the same.
Do get what I mean?

Robert

What I don’t get, what feeling hits a white person
for him to hate his own colour and his own
generation?
(Several voices)
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Ricky

You’re putting up a wall, right, you’re saying,
‘There’s the wall, right,’ and because they’re white
and you’re black, I will stick up for white people.
That’s not true. You’re trying to create a barrier
between white and black people. There shouldn’t
be a barrier.

Robert

No. The people who hate their own self is making
a barrier between themselves, so you’re both
fighting to get through the one barrier, and you’re
both in the same…

Simon C

All right, so say there’s white racialists then, am I
supposed to say, ‘Yeah, brothers, brothers,’ and all
this? You get what I mean? He’s saying…

Ricky

There’s a National Front person, right, and Simon
ain’t going to go up to him and say, ‘He’s white,
he’s my brother,’ and go against black people.
Black people at the moment, as you say, are
fighting against white people…

Robert

There’s only certain white people to hate. You
don’t hate all white… Look, a white guy I know,
right, he reckons that he hates white people, he
doesn’t talk to no white people, he hangs around
with black boys, he’s got a sound system with
black boys and everything, right, he doesn’t want
to know no white people, right, and I just think
that’s stupid. He doesn’t have to hate every white
person he comes across…

Simon C

That’s because he’s taken black culture, and
become a sort of black man who’s basically Nazi,
if you get what I mean.

Ricky

See, you look at Sunday, right, he gets really het
up about this, he’s like me, I mean, I’m the
complete opposite to Sunday. He gets het up
when black people get put down, and I get upset
when white people get put down.

Simon C

Well, that means you’re the same.

Ricky

Yeah, we’re the same, at the moment there’s like a
big solid barrier, why is it? As we’ve always said,
we can talk now, but in five years’ time, right,
when you’re all hanging around with, like
coloured kids hanging around with coloured kids
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and whites with whites, the majority, it is the
majority that does that. Then maybe there’s going
to be trouble, isn’t there, no one never gets, never
progresses enough to solve anything.
Robert

The other day I was sitting down and I was talking
to Mr McLeod, and he was telling me about the
amount of schools that he’s been into before, and
he reckons there’s just all white kids over there,
right, and over here there’s black kids right, and
you get the teacher saying to him, ‘Oh, there’s no
racialists in here.’

Simon C

No, hang on. That happens to a certain extent in
our class. Not because of racialism, but because
of culture…

Sunday

Or the things we want to do is different from what
they want to do…

Simon C

You just prefer that culture, you know, you
prefer…

JH

Let’s come back to Robert’s point about what
happens in school, right. What Mr McLeod said, I
think, is really important, because I think that that
is typical of the majority of schools. There isn’t a
kind of discussion going on in a lot of schools that
you get in here, for a lot of different reasons.

Simon Y

How can they make a programme about that, just
degrading white people?
(Several voices)

JH

All right, all right, you’re asking me that question.
My answer would be that I think that there are
well intentioned people, right, that see themselves
not as white oppressors, right, not as people that
are prejudiced, but are really keen to do something
to support black people. But what they don’t do is
first of all think very carefully, in a fairly
complicated way about the issues that are
involved, and probably don’t actually know what’s
going on in schools. They don’t understand
what’s going on in discussions like this. So they
make a programme on behalf of black people,
right, and it’s not clear what it’s aiming to do. Is it
aiming to support black youth, so that they all say,
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‘Yeah, yeah, that’s right, that’s right,’ or is it
aiming to change white racist views? ’Cause if
it’s trying to change white racist views, in my
view it’s a failure.
Simon C

Sir, it’s just, they don’t give the programme
enough importance, they’re just the producers
there and they go, ‘Right, it’s time to churn out
another programme on racialism, all right, let’s get
this one done quick. Do the usual thing, get some
black kids in, get some actors in, give ’em divvylooking faces…’

Ricky

But let’s look at black people, right, they get into a
job and you got a ladder to climb, or whatever,
and they start going up that ladder at a rate that the
people don’t like, and they run them down, yeah?

Sunday

Like that black boy, he had ‘O’ levels, right, but
still the man wouldn’t let him in, right, just
because he’s black. ‘Have you ever been in
trouble with the police?’ What’s it got to do with
it if he’s been in trouble with the police? The guy
wants the job, right, he’s got exams, right, why
don’t you just give it to him? He goes, ‘I’m going
to fit you in where I can.’ I bet he give him some
dirty job like sweeping, or cleaning the toilets.

Ricky

I mean you’ve got, like, at the moment, the MP for
Hackney’s black, isn’t he?

PA

No. Ernie Roberts?

Ricky

Or the mayor.

PA

Oh, the mayor. Yeah.

Ricky

He’s got some authority, why is it that he don’t
sort of say, ‘Look, let’s get some…’
(Several voices)

Sunday

Yeah, but listen, it’s still white power, right, he
can’t, he’s a black person, he can’t tell white
people what to do. He’s in a white country, isn’t
he? I mean…

Ricky

Yeah, but if they want to change things…

Sunday

But he’s just one, he can’t just go in to there and
say, ‘I want this changed.’
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Ricky

All right, I agree. Can I just say something, then.
Let’s say, right, where do all the people from
parliament come from? Eton, all that.

Sunday

That’s public school.

Ricky

They’ve all come from Eton, right.

Simon C

Not all.

Ricky

The majority of them do. They all come from
public school, don’t they? Right.

PA

What is the word for that? One word that means
all that. Upper class.

Several voices

Upper class. Middle class.

Ricky

Snobs, right…

Simon C

No, that’s a stereotype. If this was a public school
now, they’d be saying something like, ‘Oh, they
go to comprehensive school.’ What does that
mean?

Sunday

Let him finish. Simon, let him finish.

Ricky

They all get good jobs. Just because their dads got
a bit of money, they get good jobs. That doesn’t
give coloured people a chance, does it?

Sunday

All right. I’ve got a cousin that goes to a private
school, right, and there’s 500 people there, right,
and when he first came in there everybody beat
him up, because there are only two black boys in
that school. And supposing he even makes it,
what’s his chance, even if he wants to go to
parliament, what’s his chance?

Simon Y

Not a lot.

Sunday

Not a lot. It don’t matter what you are, even if
you go to the best school, I don’t think you would
have a chance.

Ricky

It’s true. That’s what I’m trying to say.

Sunday

His parents, just like the rest of them, right, they
slave away to give him the best education they
can, so he can make it in life. But if he gets all the
education, supposing he is just the same and he
wants to be prime minister, there’s no way.
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(Several voices)
Robert

…but what’s wrong with black people?
(Several voices)

Sunday

They say there’s nothing wrong with it, but they’re
not going to let…

JH

OK, one at a time. Paul. Shush!

PA

Look at this. In the first world war, Germans,
English. All white. Trenches, shooting each
other, right. Millions died. Another funny thing is
that on each side the soldiers who were shooting
each other, there were teachers, tailors, butchers,
carpenters, farmers, they were the same on both
sides. So you might get, strange thing, you might
have got a teacher stabbing, bayoneting the
German teacher… The German could have turned
to the Englishman, with their rifles, and shook
hands and said, ‘Why do we have to kill each
other? You and me are the same person, we’re
more like each other than I, a German, am like my
German upper class, and you, an Englishman, are
like your English upper class. You’re no more like
George the Fifth than you are like the man in the
moon.’ Now, it’s the same with race to some
extent, I think. There’s an extent to which black
and white people who live in the same conditions,
do the same kind of jobs, live in the same areas,
have the same hopes and worries and fears, are
much more like each other than I am like the
queen. You know? Because she is like a creature
from a different planet where I’m concerned, the
way she lives, her education, her style of life, the
money she has to spend. You’ve all got more in
common than you (pointing to a white boy) have
with her. Now what about that? Is that true?

JH

Or put another way, who benefits from racial
conflict?

Sunday

Upper-class people. They benefit. It’s just like
using them as, working-class people as cheap
labour. They benefit better.
(Pause)
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PA

I seem to have stopped the discussion with that
long contribution. I’m sorry.

JH

I’d like to come back for a minute to what Ricky
and Sunday are saying, because Ricky said that
him and Sunday are complete opposites… I don’t
see you two being so very far apart, because I
think you’re both very serious about this, right,
and you’re both in some ways willing to talk
seriously to each other and understand each
other’s point of view. Now that seems to me to be
quite remarkable. I think that what we get
sometimes in this kind of discussion, is that you’re
each willing to talk seriously to each other. It’s
not like, I mean it wouldn’t be possible for a
National Front member, I don’t think, or a British
Movement member, to talk with…

Simon Y

I wouldn’t talk to them anyway. They come up
Walthamstow. You know Walthamstow market,
they’re are at the top there.

JH

There wouldn’t be any basis for discussion.

Simon Y

I walked past there the other day and he handed
me a leaflet, he says, ‘You vote for us and we’ll
get the monkeys out.’

Simon C

Down Walthamstow?

Simon Y

At the top of the market. Go up there about 12
o’clock.

Simon C

Ain’t there no black people round?

Simon Y

Yeah, there’s usually trouble. There’s usually
trouble, yeah. Then all the police is called in and
all the black people get carted away.

Simon C

Where I live now, there are lots of black people,
right. But once I went down to where my sister
lives, and I went in the shopping centre there,
right, in Chelmsford or somewhere like that, in the
town, and there’s some skinheads there, and they
just sitting there handing out National Front,
British Movement leaflets, but there’s no black
people around the area. I was a bit young to
understand what they was doing then. If I’d have
seen them now…
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Sunday

You know they gave my dad this leaflet, right,
about these British immigrants, like if you’re born
in this country, you’re still not British because
your parents come from say, West Indies or
Pakistan. That means that my children’s children
will be British, that’s how long it will be to be
British, right. They don’t want you in this
country, right, if they wanted you to go back, you
could go back…

Ricky

When you say ‘they’, you’ve got to remember you
don’t mean us.

Sunday

All right, I know. Not you, because you can’t tell
me to go back.

Ricky

I could say it, but I wouldn’t want to.

Sunday

I know, but you ain’t got the power to tell me to
go back, have you?

Ricky

So when you say ‘they’, you should always
emphasise it ain’t us.

Sunday

So it’s a waste of time if the people say, ‘Be
British.’ What’s the point of being British when
they put down on the paper that there’s no point?
Your children’s children are going to be British,
then you can stay. There’s no point…
(Several voices)

PA

You have to face a hard fact, though. I don’t know
how you’re going to face it. That in the 40s and
50s and early 60s there was a need for labour,
yeah? So what the people who run things here did
was to invite people from over the West Indies,
not only from the West Indies, a lot of different
places, because all these dirty jobs needed doing.
I don’t mean to be offensive. It’s the truth. Now
there’s a recession. There’s three million
unemployed, and it’s thank you very much… In a
sense you’ve been used, black people have been
used as, to plug a hole in the labour market, and
then when the hole is…

Simon Y

The streets were paved with gold, and…

PA

Now we are left with the situation where the
society of England has been changed.
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Simon Y

…and all the people in Jamaica who never came
are laughing.

PA

Well, I don’t know, because they have pretty bad
unemployment in Jamaica.

Sunday

It’s just like the United States, when the war was
going on in Vietnam. All the blacks was going
there, they sent all the blacks there and, what hits
me, they show all white soldiers fighting there,
when it’s mostly black people going there to fight,
and they said, ‘You’re not Americans, right, and
you’re not supposed to be here.’ I mean, all right,
the United States, it wasn’t black people that was
there first, and it wasn’t white people, it was
Indians, right, and they’re still saying, ‘You
Indians and blacks are not supposed to be here,
right, so that we’ll do you a favour, and you go
and fight for us, and then we’ll give you a chance
to stay in the end.’ That’s not right.

Robert

After it was Indians that was in America in the
first place. They don’t want to remember that.

A Conversation Close to Experience
This discussion is near the bone. The passage about kaffirs, where the
temperature of the interchange is instantly raised, refers to the use of
that term by some of the black boys in the class as a taunt against
Simon Y because of his connection with South Africa. He says,
movingly and straightforwardly, ‘It hurts me.’ It would be wrong to
highlight that insult overmuch. It’s only one of a number that have
passed back and forth during the five years the class has been together,
most often as banter, but with a wounding edge. Sunday and his family
are on the receiving end of the present government’s racial legislation.
Simon C has to cope with racist remarks from his friends, Simon Y with
the attentions of the British Movement on Saturday mornings. Robert
knows the facts about black unemployment in Hackney. There is every
reason for anger. Despite this, the discussion maintains an impressive
level of calm and analysis. The class, as Ricky says, has been talking to
each other for a long time about concerns like this, and that experience
is paying off.
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Participants’ Mutual Support
There are good examples here of the way in which equal participants in
group talk can directly but supportively put each other right. Early on,
Robert can’t see the difference between the programme makers’
intention, however ineptly carried out, and the racism in the mouths of
white characters in the programme. He can’t see the gap between
explicit statements and implicit message. Simon C can see this very
clearly. It’s that which aroused his criticisms of the programme in the
first place, and he puts it succinctly in his reply: ‘Even though the white
people were… seemingly being stupid and racialist, that wasn’t putting
down black people, that was putting down white people by them saying
that.’ Later, Ricky falls into the trap of stereotyping parliament as
consisting entirely of public-school products and snobs. Simon C,
again, spots the danger of applying to others a kind of judgement which
you have just resisted having applied to yourself. In this case, and in
Robert’s understanding that people in Africa might laugh at English
people living in houses and flats, there’s a decentredness is which is
quite mature. Simon C has a long struggle to say something complex
about the pointlessness of and the damage done by reverse stereotyping.
He doesn’t finally articulate it to his own satisfaction, but the act of
trying, the space he is given to have one go after another, mean that he’s
more or less there by the end. Some of his later remarks confirm this:
‘… it’s not us white people either. It’s them white people.’ ‘So that’s
where I’m different to him, whereas we’re sort of the same.’

From the Particular to the General
All the boys make use of particular personal experiences to inform their
general statements and views. (So do we all.) There’s a close
relationship between their narrative and anecdote, and their analysis and
assertion. I find I’ve been trained to suspect personal experience in
discussions like this as unreliable and partial – a conditioning I have to
resist. Of course individual events are often used as the basis for
unwarranted generalisations, nowhere more so than in the discussion of
race.
The boys in this group never use personal experience
inappropriately. Sunday is quite correct to draw the conclusions he
does from his family’s experience of the Nationality Act. Simon Y

!
202
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019
doesn’t suppose that Walthamstow is the only place where the British
Movement gathers, and Ricky sees clearly that the class’s own history
of talking about race is not the basis for a general statement about
attitudes to black people. I think, having watched the class talk (and
joined in) for nearly four years now, that there was a time when
oddments of experience were thrown in to whip up the joyful,
sometimes violent gallop of debate, and all were received uncritically.
That’s passed now. Contributions are weighed to see if they’ll do for the
purpose, and contributors are more careful about what they offer. Two
extensive and influential contributors are the teachers. They’re not
afraid to teach, to classify; they don’t patronise. Whereas, with other
groups at other times, or even this group four years ago, such lengthy
interventions might have stopped the flow, have misdirected it, have
been the usual example of the teacher talking too much, here the
teachers’ statements give strength to the group’s efforts to formulate
their understanding, and, most important, the boys have the confidence
to draw from the teacher’s eloquence, or to disagree with it (‘No, hang
on. You’re saying something wrong there anyway.’) rather than be
browbeaten or silenced by it.

Loose Ends?
There are loose ends. The debate about mud huts doesn’t decide
whether to conclude that mud huts are a Western stereotype of
‘primitive’ Africa, or that mud huts are better for their purpose than
concrete flats anyway (both statements having great amounts of truth in
them). Once or twice, speakers pursue lines of argument which are not
clear to me, nor, I expect, to the reader. The discussion, however, holds
on firmly to two central principles. One is that it is structures that make
racist divisions, not nasty people. Class, the labour market, the power
of the media, education – the group has gone a long way beyond a view
of racial conflict or unity which depends on whether or not we are
charitable to each other. The second principle is that there must be a
way through the divisions, that the discussion itself represents one such
way. All the boys, it is clear, see the way through as possible, as
necessary, but none of them underestimates the difficulties. ‘You’re
trying to create a barrier between white and black people. There
shouldn’t be a barrier.’ ‘… We can talk now, but in five years’ time…
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maybe there’s going to be trouble, isn’t there, no one never gets, never
progresses enough to solve anything.’ ‘… So say there’s white
racialists then, am I supposed to say, “Yeah, brothers, brothers,” and all
this?’ ‘What’s the point of being British when they put down on the
paper that there’s no point?’ ‘…when you say “they”, you should
always emphasise it ain’t us.’
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Chapter Four

Knowledge about
Language
There are three pieces in this section.
Between 1989 and 1992, I was (with Helen Savva) joint leader of the
North London Language Consortium, one of the consortia of local
education authorities (LEAs) which conducted the work of the
government-funded Language in the National Curriculum Project
between April 1989 and March 1992.
The first piece here is an account of the emergence of the idea of
‘knowledge about language’, the invention of the phrase, and the
intense political battle which was fought between the government, its
advisers and supporters in the press on the one hand, and teachers,
their advisers and those working on the Language in the National
Curriculum Project on the other. The piece is a combination of
versions given as talks between 1991 and 1993 and a version published
as an article in spring 1992 in The English Magazine issue 26.

The ‘Knowledge about Language’
Debate 1984-1993
Since 1985, the government has sponsored three major curriculum
development projects in the area of language. The first two, the
National Writing Project (1985-1989) and the National Oracy Project
(1987-1993) have had a mode of operation which has replicated on a
large scale an idea which had already gained popularity in some
schools, local education authorities (LEAs) and teacher-training
institutions. The idea has been that, if we start with teachers’ own
questions about the area of language and learning under consideration,
we are likely to arrive at some answers which have a good chance of
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making a positive and permanent impact on practice. This has not
meant, however, that there has been no view about the teaching of
writing or the development of oracy at the centre of the projects. On
the contrary, both central teams have offered clear conceptual
frameworks within which teachers have been invited, with local support
and advice, to conduct their investigations.
Both projects, by general consent, have been successful. While simple
generalisations are impossible in judging such large undertakings, it is
undeniable that, as a result of their involvement in the projects,
thousands of teachers have advanced their understanding of written and
spoken language and of how to promote the competence and confidence
of their pupils as writers, speakers and listeners. It is heartening and
significant that statutory requirements for writing, speaking and
listening in the National Curriculum for English show the clear
influence of the view of these things taken by the projects.
A government which learnt from experience would, in planning the
structure of yet a third major project, this time to do with knowledge
about language, to follow hard on the heels of the first two, have stuck
broadly to a formula which was proving successful and becoming
familiar. Yet the differences in structure and organisation between the
Language in the National Curriculum Project (LINC, which ran from
1989 to 1992) and its predecessors could not have been starker. Nor
could the difference in the officially stated assumptions about how
teachers learn and change.

Knowledge about Language: a Cause for
Concern?
But before we look more closely at the government’s actions from 1989
onwards to do with knowledge about language, we must go back five
years to remind ourselves of the origins of its concern about the matter.
In 1984, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI) published a slim booklet
called English from 5 to 16. Unexceptionably, the booklet proposed
that teachers should be promoting children’s development as speakers
and listeners, readers and writers. It then said that teachers should
‘teach pupils about language, so that they achieve a working knowledge
of its structure and of the variety of ways in which meaning is made, so
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that they have a vocabulary for discussing it, so that they can use it with
greater awareness and because it is interesting.’
From today’s perspective, this proposal, quoted in isolation from the
rest of the booklet, interpreted generously, sounds like something we
could live with and even in some respects (discussing the variety of
ways in which meaning is made, for example) get excited about.
Reading the booklet as a whole at the time, however, weighing up what
its authors might really have in mind as the more important things to
teach pupils about language, and putting these thoughts next to worries
about other aspects of the booklet (the detail in its proposals for agerelated objectives for pupils at 7, 11 and 16, and its narrow, muddled
and often backward-looking collection of statements about what a
language or English curriculum should contain), most people came to
the conclusion that the booklet was once again proposing something
which had been vigorously debated for the previous 20 years, and
rejected. This was the tempting idea that children, in order to get better
at using an element of the language they are learning as mother tongue,
need a set of rules, definitions and distinctions about that element in
advance.
Decoded, the part of English from 5 to 16 from which I’ve quoted was
returning to a dispute over whether English teachers needed to reinstate
old-fashioned grammar teaching as a major element of the curriculum.
Overwhelmingly, those who wrote down their responses to the booklet
and sent them in to HMI said, ‘No.’ When HMI published English from
5 to 16: the Responses to Curriculum Matters 1 in 1986, it
acknowledged the degree of dissent from the original booklet on this
and other topics. It suggested setting up an enquiry, ‘with the ultimate
object of drawing up recommendations as to what might be taught
[about language] to intending teachers, to those in post and to pupils in
schools.’

The Kingman Report
The government accepted the idea of an enquiry, and convened the
Kingman Committee to discuss the matter. The Kingman Report was
published in March 1988. On the particular question of grammar
teaching, the report declared: ‘Nor do we see it as part of our task to

!
208
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019
plead for a return to old-fashioned grammar teaching and learning by
rote. We have been impressed by the evidence we have received that
this gave an inadequate account of the English language by treating it
virtually as a branch of Latin, and constructing a rigid prescriptive code
rather than a dynamic description of language in use. It was also
ineffective as a means of developing a command of English in all its
manifestations. Equally, at the other extreme, we reject the belief that
any notion of correct or incorrect use of language is an affront to
personal liberty. We also reject the belief that knowing how to use
terminology in which to speak of language is undesirable.’
This statement, quoted from chapter 1 of the Kingman Report, was
greeted by a large sigh of relief from teachers, although there was some
puzzlement that the committee had apparently discovered groups of
teachers who refused to accept that there was such a thing as an
incorrect use of language and never used any terminology in their
teaching, and had felt that this tendency was as dangerous as ‘oldfashioned grammar teaching and learning by rote’.
There were
apparently lots of teachers out there who were afraid of the word word,
or the phrase speech marks, or the word noun or character or rhyme or
the phrase short story, and these were the same teachers who spent the
time from September to July saying, ‘Lovely! Lovely!’ to their pupils
without any discriminating sense as to whether everything was lovely
or not.

From Kingman to Cox
Anyhow, Kenneth Baker, the Secretary of State for Education and
Science at the time, did not think the report was at all lovely; it was so
unlovely to him that he had to describe it as ‘interesting’ on the day it
was published, because it had failed to give him what he wanted, which
was a ringing endorsement of the virtues of ‘old-fashioned grammar
teaching’. But he persisted on the rocky road to political advantage and
produced the terms of reference for the Cox Committee [which was to
propose the contents of a National Curriculum for English (to include
pupils’ knowledge about language)], from which I quote:
‘The Kingman Committee… has made recommendations for
attainment targets for knowledge about language at the ages of
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7, 11 and 16. The Working Group [i.e. the Cox Committee]
should build on these to recommend attainment targets
covering the grammatical structure of the English language.’
Now, whatever the profound shortcomings of those forgotten Kingman
attainment targets for knowledge about language, they did not make the
mistake (and nor did the report as a whole) of imagining that the only
significant constituent of knowledge about language is grammar. But
grammar, from the government’s point of view, had totemistic power; it
was one of the carriers of populist myth. Precariously, Mr Baker tried
to link grammar with another totem, great literature, as follows:
‘The Working Group’s recommendations on learning about
language [for which, in the government dictionary, read
grammar] and its use should draw upon the English literary
heritage…’
So you get your grammar from your heritage, as in:
‘In these times of ours, though concerning the exact year there
is no need to be precise, a boat, of dirty and disreputable
appearance, with two figures in it, floated on the Thames,
between Southwark Bridge, which is of iron, and London
Bridge, which is of stone, as an autumn evening was closing
in.’
The opening of Our Mutual Friend. A magnificent sentence, full of
subordination and historical interest, such as the fact that London
Bridge is no longer of stone. Equally effective as the opening to a novel
is the following sentence:
‘London.’ [full stop]
This is followed up by another, even more effective sentence:
‘Michaelmas term lately over, and the Lord Chancellor sitting
in Lincoln’s Inn Hall.’ [full stop]
and thus Bleak House begins to cast its spell. We read through its
wonderful first paragraph, once again about London in the autumn, with
ne’er a main verb to guide us. Second paragraph looms up:
‘Fog everywhere. [full stop] Fog up the river, where it flows
among green aits and meadows; fog down the river, where it
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rolls defiled among the tiers of shipping, and the waterside
pollutions of a great (and dirty) city. [full stop] Fog on the
Essex marshes, fog on the Kentish heights.’ [full stop]
And so on for ten more lines (but only three more sentences); Dickens
knew the use of the semi-colon. The third paragraph:
‘Gas looming through the fog in divers places in the streets,
much as the sun may, from the spongey fields, be seen to loom
by husbandman and ploughboy. Most of the shops lighted two
hours before their time – as the gas seems to know, for it has a
haggard and unwilling look.’ [full stop]
Still no help. It’s too much of a flight of fancy, of course, but I’ll
mention it anyway, to suggest that there’s any significance in the fact
that Dickens only feels the need of a main verb as we begin to close in,
in the fourth paragraph, on the English law:
‘The raw afternoon is [phew!] rawest, and the dense fog is
[what a relief] densest, and the muddy streets are muddiest,
near the leaden-headed old obstruction, appropriate ornament
for the threshold of a leaden-headed old corporation: Temple
Bar. And hard by Temple Bar, in Lincoln’s Inn Hall, at the
very heart of the fog, sits the Lord High Chancellor in his
High Court of Chancery.’
When it comes to doing things legal, we need to get our language
straight. Mr Baker said as much when, again through gritted teeth, he
held another press conference to introduce the Cox Report:
‘Children need to know the various weight that words are, er,
used in sentences.’
– a charmingly appropriate occasion on which to use an ungrammatical
sentence.
Now, who’s to say that as we introduce children to the magnificent
literature which will sometimes overlap with the government’s literary
canon while also including much material they’ve never heard of:
who’s to say that we might not stop sometimes and look at the way
sentences are made? Not I, certainly. But the generating of meaning in
sentences by a writer and by a reader, to which grammar makes an
essential contribution (though the generator’s mind is largely
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unconscious of it), is only part of the host of aspects of language to
which we might pay attention. Those with memories of doing O-Level
or School Certificate up to the early 1960s, either as teachers or pupils,
will never forget the lesson, negatively learned, that competence
precedes analysis, that children do not become better writers or
speakers by being offered analytic models of the syntax of sentences.
At the same time, we also understand, in a more general way, that
language can be studied and reflected on, as well as used, and that in
some contexts reflection can help future use. When we read poetry
with children, for example, we do have an idea that the children are
likely to benefit as future readers and maybe writers of poetry if we
provide opportunities for reflection on the structure, content and
background of the poems being studied, and on the particular
characteristics of poetic language; but successful poetry teaching starts,
not with lessons on these features, but with encounters with actual
poems.

Enter the LINC Project
As we all know, the Cox Committee’s proposals for the National
Curriculum for English [1988 and 1989] deftly declined Mr Baker’s
invitation to produce attainment targets on grammar, and we have
ended up with a much broader set of concerns gathered under the title
of knowledge about language: accent, dialect and Standard English;
some of the forms and functions of speech; the nature of literary
language; historical change in English; some of the forms and functions
of writing; characteristic differences between speech and writing. It is a
partial and uneven list, though a great deal better than it might have
been given the political origins of the impulse that children and teachers
should know things explicitly about language. The Cox Committee, in
giving reasons for the list that it had chosen, explained that it did not
want to overload teachers with too much that was unfamiliar; it
believed that teachers’ own knowledge about language was not
complete or sure enough to justify further recommendations. The Cox
Report says, optimistically, in paragraph 6.3:
‘… substantial programmes of teacher training are required if
teachers are themselves to know enough to enable them to
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design with confidence programmes of study about language.
Such training is now under way. It may be, when such
training programmes have been followed for a few years, that
it would be appropriate for knowledge about language to
become a separate profile component.’
The training to which the report is referring here was already beginning
to be provided by the LINC project. And now we return to the stark
differences in structure and mode of dissemination between the
National Writing and Oracy Projects and the LINC Project. The first
two projects were based at and under the control of the School
Curriculum Development Committee, which later became the National
Curriculum Council.
This was logical: if a government has an
expensive piece of machinery to give advice on the curriculum and to
initiate major developments in it, it makes sense to use it. LINC,
however, was to remain under the direct control of the Department of
Education and Science (DES). [In 2012, after several changes of title in
the intervening period, this government department is called simply the
Department for Education.] I quote from a paper sent by the DES to
LEAs in March 1989. It is entitled ‘ESG [Education Support Grant]
English Language Programme: Preparation of Central Training Package
on Kingman Model’.
[paragraph 1 – Introduction] ‘The DES will be funding… a
staged training process to familiarise all primary-school
teachers and all secondary teachers of English with the model
of the English language set out in the Kingman Committee
Report. A centrally commissioned and nationally
disseminated training package is being prepared to underpin
the training process by providing an authentic, amplified and
illustrated account of the Kingman model, and its classroom
implications, to train the trainers and thereafter, with
adaptations as appropriate, for use with classroom teachers…’
[paragraph 2 – The Staged Training Programme] ‘Preliminary
(Spring 1989) Preparation and distribution of central training
package… Stage 1 (April 1989 to autumn 1989) Each
consortium [of LEAs] appoints an ‘expert trainer’… Expert
trainers undergo training in Kingman model using central
package… Stage 2 (September 1989 to summer 1990) Each
LEA appoints one primary advisory teacher by September.
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Expert trainers then train primary advisory teachers… Stage 3
(autumn 1990 to summer 1991) Expert trainers train one
nominated teacher (normally head of English department) in
each secondary school… primary advisory teachers train one
nominated teacher… in each primary school. Stage 4 (autumn
1991 to spring 1992 and beyond…) Nominated teachers
begin training school colleagues involved in English
teaching…’
Thus was it intended to be: a giant piece of educational pyramid selling.
The merchandise was the contents of a report. There is no need here to
go into any more detail about the strengths and weaknesses of the
Kingman Report. The important thing to understand is that, however it
was viewed by teachers and others involved in language education, the
keenest emotions it aroused were to be found in the hearts of
government ministers and amongst the small group of ideological
whisperers who stand behind them. These people were angry and
frustrated. A great deal of political prestige had been risked on the
findings of a high-profile, hand-picked committee. The committee had
failed to deliver the two simple, linked nostrums expected of it: that the
most important thing teachers need to know about language concerns
the grammar of sentences; and that children come to command
language by being taught the grammar of sentences in advance.
Instead, it offered a complicated model containing details which the
government had never thought about and not surprisingly could not
understand. Its discussion about language teaching took the annoying
line of condemning extremes, while agreeing that children needed
opportunities both to develop competence in language and to learn
about the structure of language. It was against ‘old-fashioned grammar
teaching and learning by rote’.

Government Loses Control of Project
There are people who know from the inside the story of how and why
the government decided to spend a large sum of money on
disseminating the findings of a report which had so disappointed it. I
can only guess; and my guess is that the government, having publicly
got itself on to a hook, needed to be equally public about getting itself
off. It was determined, at least, to exercise the tightest control over the
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project, which it initially called ‘English Language in the National
Curriculum’. No farming it out to the National Curriculum Council, no
nonsense about teachers asking their own questions and conducting
their own enquiries within a centrally proposed conceptual framework.
Instead, there would be a scheduled training programme using a
‘centrally commissioned’ training package. The package would be
produced by an eminent linguist in a few weeks of his spare time.
Close supervision would be maintained for three years thereafter, to see
that the package went down the line without being damaged or dropped.
18 months after the instructions from which I have quoted were issued
to LEAs, a sadder and a wiser senior civil servant in direct charge of the
project told me, ‘We lost control of this project after three weeks.’
How?
Their first mistake was to appoint the wrong kind of eminent linguist.
Professor Ronald Carter, of the Department of English Studies at the
University of Nottingham, is certainly eminent. In his dealings with the
DES he has always been utterly honest and direct. He was quite clear
from the beginning that LINC should bring an especially linguistic
perspective to the consideration of what teachers need to know about
language: that it should not simply provide an opportunity to revisit the
concerns of the National Writing and Oracy Projects. However, he also
saw that if the project were to gain teachers’ willing attention, the
training materials and the manner in which they were used needed to
demonstrate a respect for and a relevance to teachers’ prime and proper
concern, which is children’s learning. Specifically, the project needed
to recognise that its period of operation would coincide exactly with the
introduction of the National Curriculum for English. Any trainer or
trainer of trainers who went before a group of trainees apparently
unaware of this would be entitled to short shrift.
Professor Carter also knew that, although linguistics is an important
source of knowledge about language for teachers, there are limitations
to the kind of knowledge it can provide, and that there are other
important sources too: sociology, psychology, literary theory, for
example, as well as the tradition of practical educational research in
language and learning which has drawn variously on all these academic
disciplines and their sub- and cross-disciplines.

Knowledge about Language 2! 15
Finally, Professor Carter was acutely aware that the view of teachers
and their professional development implied by the set of instructions
which he had successfully bid to carry out was more appropriate to
previous generations of young men doing their national military service
than to the actual group of people it was intended to affect.
For these reasons, he decided that a useful collection of professional
development materials would take longer than a few weeks of his spare
time to produce, and that in writing them he would need the
collaboration of the 25 expert trainers to whom, in the instructions, he
was supposed simply to issue a package and some marching orders.
The DES’s second mistake lay in the composition of the group of 25
expert trainers. There was a simplicity and purity in the original
recruiting idea which never got beyond the department’s offices. An
individual from within the DES, with a clear idea of the contents of the
Kingman model of the English language, would go about the country
appointing these people. They would be reliable linguists. Experience
of classrooms might be an advantage (it would depend on what
conclusions a candidate had come to as a result of such experience) but
would certainly not be essential.
Sadly for the government, it found that once LEAs get their hands on
some money and some responsibility, it is impossible to maintain the
sharp focus of an apparently brilliant idea. The main problem was that
education support grants, though originated by central government,
have so far always been administered by local government. In the case
of the LINC project, LEAs have insisted that since 30% (40% more
recently) of the funding for the project was to come from them and not
from the government, they had some right to a say in who ran the
project in their area. (Incidentally and jumping ahead, amid the chorus
of protests which in summer 1991 greeted the government’s eventual
decision about the fate of the materials, I did not hear or read one
protest from a senior officer or elected member of an LEA pointing out
that the DES had arrogated 100% of the right to affect the direction of a
project for which it had supplied 60% of the money.)
Confirming the DES’s worst fears, the consortia of LEAs covering
England and Wales appointed a ragbag of people of the worst sort,
including English advisers on secondment or between jobs, college
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lecturers on secondment or recently retired, and even heads of English
straight out of classrooms. I was one of these people. Naturally, once
this was done and the ‘expert trainers’ began to meet, there was a truly
terrifying (to the government) diversity of views amongst us about the
relationship between knowledge about language and effective teaching:
how much and what sort of the former was needed in order to produce
the latter.
Professor Carter requested and received permission to set back the
deadline for production of the materials to July 1990. This gave him a
year to work with the expert trainers, who dropped yet further in the
DES’s estimation by changing their title to ‘consortium leaders’ or,
worse, ‘consortium co-ordinators’.
There was indeed a diversity of views within the group of one-plus-25.
It was no easy task to agree a plan which would meet the government’s
requirement in a way that would also command the interest of a
respectable number of teachers. The curious thing, looking back on it,
is that we did not see ourselves as a group of plotters gleefully
subverting the will of an over-mighty and ignorant government. We
saw ourselves rather as a group which contained a good deal of
knowledge about language and learning, despite the fact that 25 of us
had not expected in applying for the job to end up writing the training
materials. We thought we could perhaps put this knowledge to use to
save the government from a folly of its own determining: a folly which,
unchecked, would bring the project to an embarrassing and dismal
failure. After all, Mr Baker, in establishing the Kingman Committee in
1987, had remarked:
‘There is no common ground on teaching about the structure
and workings of the [English] language, about the way it is
used to convey meanings and achieve other effects. We need
to equip teachers with a proper model of the language to help
improve their teaching.’
We were attempting to describe some detailed features of a common
ground. When John McGregor, Mr Baker’s successor as Secretary of
State, said in a press statement early in 1990 that he looked to the LINC
project also to provide support to teachers in teaching the elements of
the National Curriculum for English to do with knowledge about
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language, we might have replied that it was late in the day for the
government to recognise that teachers’ and pupils’ knowledge needed to
be dealt with together; as it happened, we had already come to that
conclusion ourselves.

The Scarlet-Pimpernel Training Materials
The materials were written between September 1989 and July 1990,
when they were delivered to the DES.
Their arrival on time
represented, to say the least, a period of strenuous work. They fulfilled
the promise of the outline plan which had been approved in autumn
1989 by the national steering committee, a group which included civil
servants and English HMI. In the interim, suggestions and criticisms
made by the steering committee about drafts of some of the materials
had been accepted by the writers, and those parts of the materials had
been changed accordingly. It was therefore a surprise to Professor
Carter to be told a few days after delivery that the materials would not
be acceptable to the government without substantial further revision
(dissenting voices on the steering committee having been overruled).
The two elements of the materials which had caused most difficulty
were those to do with reading and with accent, dialect and Standard
English. The nature of the difficulty was in each case extraordinarily
simple.
First, the government had discovered a politically
advantageous line of propaganda on reading. It could rely on its media
outlets to warn the public that the one correct method of teaching
children to read (phonics) was increasingly being abandoned in favour
of the use of ‘real books’, a tendency inspired by left-wing educational
theorists who had gained an ascendancy among advisers and trainers of
teachers. It did not want a project which it still faintly hoped might be
the engine for rolling back such mischievous influences to confuse or
contradict the party line.
It had equal confidence in a simple idea about dialect variety: Standard
English equals correct English, and the school’s job is to teach it. It
was impatient with the suggestion that Standard English is a dialect
with special prestige, that of course schools need to help children to
gain a command of it, and that the way to do this is to give those
children who have access to dialects other than Standard English a
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sense of themselves as confident operators across more than one variety
of English, and not to ask them to abandon an essential element of their
individual and social identity.
We will not dwell on the hopeless banality of a view of the teaching of
reading which presents as opposites: a) one of the several cueing
systems by which readers make sense of texts, and b) the use of the sort
of books you can buy in bookshops, of which the Bible, Shakespeare,
Enid Blyton and Thomas the Tank Engine would all be examples. We
can just note that the view of dialect variety and its implications for
schools which caused such offence to the government is one that
commands wide agreement among those sociolinguists, educationists
and teachers who have thought carefully about a complex matter. The
message which Professor Carter and the LINC consortium leaders were
getting at the end of July 1990 was that, although reading and dialect
were the worst offenders, the real problem lay deeper. We might indeed
be doing our best to interpret the model of the English language in the
Kingman Report, and to respond to the request to help teachers to
address with their pupils the knowledge-about-language elements of the
National Curriculum. What the government really wanted was not that
at all. What it really wanted was not even what it had officially asked
for. It really wanted that which it had hoped that the Kingman and Cox
Committees would deliver, and which they had not: a primer of
grammar exercises.
The fact that the materials contained more
attention to grammar, in the course of trying to fulfil the brief their
writers had actually been given, than any materials produced by a major
curriculum development project in this country so far, was not the
point.
Professor Carter agreed to take the materials back. He would make
revisions to about half of the units by the end of October 1990 and to
the remainder by the end of February 1991. In the LEAs, the everimminent but always delayed materials began to be discussed, partly as
a joke and partly as a mystery: what could be keeping them?
Meanwhile, consortium leaders, advisory and classroom teachers got on
with the worthwhile task of discussing the National Curriculum for
English and in particular its knowledge-about-language strand. The
training materials in draft were circulating and providing a basis for
these discussions.
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The DES received consignment one of the revised materials on time. A
short while later, the first green light: yes, these were definitely
acceptable. It was decided to wait until after consignment two had been
received and approved, and to publish everything together the following
spring.
While all this had been going on, the BBC had been preparing five
television and five radio programmes to support the materials. These
were at an advanced stage of completion before the government quite
realised that they existed. (The decision to produce them had been
made between the BBC and the LEAs, whereas the written materials
were the subject of a contract between the DES and the University of
Nottingham.) The programmes were first transmitted in January and
February 1991, and have been rebroadcast twice since. My own
suspicion is that in October 1990 the government had more than half a
mind to close down the whole project as from the end of that financial
year (5 April 1991), and that the programmes, which it had no power to
prevent and whose whole raison d’être was as a support to the written
materials, were a significant factor of embarrassment in persuading it
against such a decision.
Consignment two was delivered in the first few days of March 1991.
There was a short silence, and then the informal and confidential news
that not only was consignment two unacceptable to the government;
consignment one was now no longer acceptable either (the minuted
approval of consignment one, given the previous autumn by the
steering committee, apparently being of no account). Professor Carter
attended urgent meetings at the DES and the Reform Club. Longer
silence throughout April and most of May. On 30 May, he received an
official letter. Paragraph 2 of the letter reads:
‘I can now tell you that we are content for the latest versions
of the LINC units to continue to be used for the purpose of inservice training of teachers, under the LINC programme and
for its full duration. We are not, however, willing to approve
full publication, nor any wider dissemination than may be
necessary for INSET [in-service education of teachers]
purposes. That applies not merely to publication by HMSO
[Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, the government’s publisher]
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but to any form of publication. I refer you to paragraph 8 of
our contract with your Department.’
Not only was the government, with Kenneth Clarke now Secretary of
State, not inclined to publish the materials itself, having promised at the
beginning of the project that it would give a copy to every school in
England and Wales; it was also going to refuse to waive Crown
Copyright on the materials, thus closing the door on the keen interest of
half a dozen commercial publishers in taking up the task. This second
step was unprecedented in the history of government-sponsored
projects in any area of the curriculum. Paragraphs 3 and 4 of the letter
contained attempts at justification of these decisions which were, in the
circumstances, quite breathtakingly disingenuous:
‘It is common ground between us that the materials are
designed to enlarge teachers’ knowledge and understanding of
language… rather than to provide directly any structure or
basis for classroom practice. Such a purpose does not in our
view point to any need for publication… …we believe that if
the materials were to be published or widely disseminated to
school level… they might in practice be misunderstood, and
used, as teaching materials. And for that purpose we believe
they are unsuitable.’
Apparently, the government considered teachers unable to distinguish
between in-service and teaching material. And in any case:
‘Ministers have made no secret of their concern that schools
are in danger of being swamped by such [curriculum]
materials, and the Department has been trying to ensure that
distribution is limited to publications which are essential to the
fulfilment of their statutory functions.’
The first words of paragraph 5 win a special prize for understatement,
though whether they count as an example of litotes (the sort of thing the
government would no doubt have wanted LINC to spend more time on)
depends on a judgment as to whether the writer had any sense of their
irony:
‘I know you had grounds for expecting that the LINC material
would be published…’
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Is Any Publicity Good Publicity?
In early June 1991 some of us discussed whether we should take the
story so far to newspapers which might give us a fair hearing. We were
overtaken: the Times Educational Supplement came to us equipped with
a largely accurate general idea of what had happened, and determined
to publish something on the 14th. A very fair account of events
appeared on the front page of that issue, under the headline: ‘Minister
suppresses £21m study’. For three weeks after that, LINC was the
subject of sustained press attention.
The TES’s news coverage remained factually accurate and sympathetic
to us throughout; there was hostile as well as friendly comment in its
opinion articles. The Independent reported the facts with a clarity of
understanding unique among the general press, and did an excellent
full-page analysis of the materials. The Daily Mirror carried one brief,
accurate article. The rest of the national press coverage was intensely
hostile and wildly inaccurate factually.
The lowest standards of
journalism were reached in The Daily Telegraph, The Sunday
Telegraph, the Daily Mail, The Mail on Sunday, The Sunday Times and,
in London, the Evening Standard.
None of the attacks surprised us, although to be the butt of derisive and
ignorant abuse is shocking the first time it happens to anyone. The
experience, including the hours spent with journalists stating and
restating facts which made no impression on an eventual article, taught
a number of lessons, of which the most important is that currently there
is semi-official control of large sections of the press. It is not simply
that, as we all know, the numerical support for the main political parties
in the country is not remotely represented by the range of newspapers
available, and that C.P. Scott’s quaint and grand principle that
‘comment is free, but facts are sacred’ would be laughed at by the
editors of newspapers such as those listed at the end of the previous
paragraph. It is also that there are efficient lines of communication
between those editors, government ministers and their support staff, and
the small far-right pressure groups which have for some time been
driving national education policy.
Mr Clarke needed a good juicy scandal in which he could appear the
valiant guardian of traditional standards; Ray Honeyford was
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immediately on hand to fill a page about LINC in the Daily Mail, as if
he had been following the project and reading the draft materials for the
previous 18 months. The journalist on The Sunday Times may, for all I
know, have tried to write a balanced piece, having heard both sides of
the story; there was nothing balanced about it by the time his editor had
paid repeated attention to it on the day before publication. The Daily
Telegraph published a leading article on 28 June which mixed vitriol
and confusion in even measure, equating LINC with the local
consortium of which I was joint leader, revealing the haziest
acquaintance with the materials while sneering at them, and concluding
that ‘institutes of education’ like us ought to be closed down. The
following Wednesday, in a long article in the same newspaper, George
Walden MP, recruited to the cause, had been well briefed with
newscuttings; his contemptuous tone throughout was perhaps the best
disguise for his feeble grasp of the facts and the arguments. He did so
hope that the Prime Minister, in a speech on education to be given that
morning, would offer the nation some relief from LINC and all other
representatives of the English enemy within. By a strange coincidence,
speaking in the Café Royal to the Centre for Policy Studies, Mr Major
obliged.
There were entertaining aspects to the press campaign. In the course of
giving an interview to a journalist on the Nottingham Evening Post,
Professor Carter said that it would be possible for teachers and students
to study the grammar of a wide range of texts, and gave a list of
examples. Pop lyrics came about tenth in the list. In innocent pursuit
of liveliness, the journalist included this thought in a supportive article
which attacked Mr Clarke’s decision as a slur on the reputation of the
city’s university (and he a Nottingham MP). The piece was syndicated
nationally, and the following day The Daily Telegraph reported that the
banned materials had proposed the teaching of grammar using the lyrics
of Kylie Minogue.
Radio stations far and wide telephoned for
interviews; I spoke that morning to Newcastle, Belfast and British
Forces in Germany. In the afternoon I went to BBC Radio One and
found myself parsing
‘I should be so lucky, lucky, lucky, lucky,
I should be so lucky in love…’
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on air, just to show that I could do it. Meanwhile, Bill Telfer’s Monday
farming column in the Newcastle Evening Post dealt sternly with LINC
(‘£2lm “wasted” on English lessons” report’) (internal quotation marks
sic). He did his worst and compared us to the bureaucrats in Brussels
responsible for the common agricultural policy, before going on to
discuss ‘Suspected Blue Ear outbreak’ (a disease of pigs).

HMI Report on LINC Suppressed
The TES opened a second line of enquiry on 5 July. It revealed that a
report of an HMI survey of the project had also been suppressed. We
will double back for a moment to fill in the detail. In the autumn term
1990 and spring term 1991, five HMI inspected the LINC training
programme, including the use of the draft materials still awaiting an
official imprimatur. It was a major inspection, taking a total of 65
inspector days. The report was to be published in the normal way. The
lead inspector had time to write it around Easter. Although no-one
outside the DES and HMI has seen what he wrote, there are good
grounds for believing that: it was in first draft a very favourable report
overall, although there was criticism of training sessions in some parts
of the country; it praised the quality and relevance of the materials; it
remained a positive report even after the praise it contained had been
muted by a higher HMI hand; some of the HMI who had participated in
the inspection were nonetheless very unhappy about that extent of
interference; the report represented a distinct embarrassment to the
government as it tried to suppress the materials.
The 5 July TES article shocked the people concerned in the DES. For a
while, in its confusion, the Department announced contradictory
intentions. The Secretary of State was busy, but he would read the
report and it would eventually be published, probably in September.
And, the survey was only ever intended to lead to an interim report for
internal use in the DES. It was the second untruth which became the
official line, and has remained so ever since.
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The Materials Unofficially Published
The obvious course of action for Professor Carter and the 25 of us to
take when the media attention faded was indicated by the remark in the
civil servant’s letter of 30 May about being ‘content for the latest
versions of the LINC units to continue to be used for the purpose of inservice training of teachers’. Whether or not the DES was truly content
we cannot say; but it could not help the fact that thousands of
photocopies of the materials, in whole or in part, were circulating in the
country. We decided to produce a more visually attractive version of
them, looking in fact remarkably like a published book (or rather the
insides of a ring-binder folder) except for the lack of a publisher’s name
and an ISBN. An excellent designer and printer worked speedily for us,
and two copies of the materials each were delivered to LEAs in October
and November. [By 2012, the number of copies distributed on paper
from the University of Nottingham stands at some 30,000; since 2007,
the materials have been available on CD-ROM, and some 2,000 copies
more have been distributed in this format. It is of course impossible to
say how many further copies of the copies, in whole or in part, have
been made by recipients; it is likely to be many tens of thousands. The
CD-ROM is still available from Professor Carter at the School of
English, University of Nottingham, Nottingham NG7 2RD, United
Kingdom or from Rebecca Peck at rebecca.peck@nottingham.ac.uk.]
The historical connotations of the word samizdat to describe this form
of publication are perfectly apt.
LINC has published two ‘proper’ books, neither expected by the
government, through Hodder and Stoughton.
Knowledge about
Language and the Curriculum: the LINC Reader, edited by Ronald
Carter, appeared in autumn 1990. Looking into Language: Classroom
Approaches to Knowledge about Language, edited by Richard Bain,
Bernadette Fitzgerald and Mike Taylor, appeared in January 1992.
Both books have been educational best-sellers.

In Retrospect…
Looking back over the project, those of us who have been closely
involved have two causes for satisfaction, mixed with the anger. The
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first relates to publication. A piece of state censorship was not allowed
to stand. Teachers, schools and teacher-training institutions can get
hold of the materials and use them, making up their own minds about
their strengths and weaknesses. Other publications, local and national,
not dreamt of in the government’s philosophy, have had an impact. The
second, broader cause of satisfaction relates to the style in which the
project has generally been conducted, in spite of instructions at the
outset.
Teachers have, after all, asked their own questions and
conducted their own investigations within an overall conceptual
framework. There is now a much more developed understanding of
knowledge about language, children’s and teachers’, than there was in
1989. With that understanding, many teachers have designed sequences
of work which address the requirements for knowledge about language
in the National Curriculum, and have seen how opportunities can be
taken to reveal and extend children’s knowledge about language
throughout the English curriculum and beyond. There is every reason
to suppose that this learning will continue.

A Framework for Pupils’ Knowledge about
Language
In conclusion, I offer a summary of the range of topics and perspectives
within knowledge about language which children and teachers might
usefully encounter. The list is, I think, fuller and more even than that
which the Cox Committee proposed, and includes everything now in
the statutory requirements of the National Curriculum for English.

Five linked areas for knowledge about language
Whether in the course of other activities within the English curriculum
or, in some cases, as specific investigations, we might look explicitly at
language in ways which pay attention, variously or simultaneously, to
aspects of:
LANGUAGE VARIETY: between speech and writing; of accents and
dialects; of functions, registers and genres in speech and writing,
including those of literature; differences and similarities between
languages, including comparisons of words and scripts;
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LANGUAGE AND SOCIETY: speaker/listener, reader/writer
relationships, for both interpersonal and mass uses of language, with a
particular concern for the ways in which social power is constructed
and challenged through language;
LANGUAGE ACQUISITION AND DEVELOPMENT: babies learning
to talk; children learning to read and write; a potentially lifelong
expansion of language repertoires;
HISTORY OF LANGUAGES: historical change in English, and in
some of the world’s other languages, ancient and contemporary;
ephemeral as well as long-term change;
LANGUAGE AS SYSTEM: vocabulary – connotations, definitions and
origins of words; grammar – the functions and forms of words in
groups; phonology – the sound systems of spoken language;
graphology – the systems of marks that give us written language
(including spelling, punctuation, layout and handwriting); the structure
of longer pieces of text (e.g. conversations, stories, arguments,
descriptions, reports).
These topics and perspectives are not, of course, lesson keynotes; if you
enter the explicit consideration of language through any one door, you
are immediately walking about in a room which could have been
entered through others. For that is the nature of language. It is perhaps
the highest and most delicate of human achievements. To increase our
own and our pupils’ knowledge about language is self-evidently a
worthwhile endeavour; but we should remember meanwhile that the
magnificent, mysterious reality of language will always elude complete
attempts at analysis.

What Do We Mean by Knowledge
about Language?
This second piece first appeared in spring 1990 in issue 1 of North
Circular, the magazine of the North London Language Consortium. It
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was reprinted later that year in Knowledge about Language and the
Curriculum: the LINC Reader [1990], to which I referred in the
previous piece.
As a phrase, ‘knowledge about language’ is like many another in
education. People have started to slip it into their conversation with
that beguiling confidence which suggests that, of course, they
understand perfectly well what they mean by knowledge about
language. You stand there hoping that sooner or later they will
accidentally drop a clue as to what it means without you having to
undergo the embarrassment of actually asking. You search your
memory: perhaps people have always been talking about knowledge
about language – it is just that you never really caught the phrase
before. After all, it is a pretty common-or-garden trio of words, isn’t it?
Knowledge about language. Knowing things about language. Being
interested in and informed about language. Seems harmless enough: in
fact, it seems like something that every teacher of language or English
should have in some measure. There is one worrying thing: the phrase
has begun to be written with capital letters (Knowledge about
Language) or even abbreviated to KAL. A few people – the sort who
are always doing this kind of thing – actually use a new word, kal, to
rhyme with pal, in their everyday vocabulary. More seriously still, it is
in the National Curriculum. It seems that we shall have to attend to it.

A Bit of History
In tracing the history of the phrase, we need to go back as far as the
booklet English from 5 to 16, written by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate and
published in 1984. It proposed that teachers should be promoting
children’s development as speakers and listeners, as readers and as
writers. It said, fourthly, that teachers should:
‘…teach pupils about language, so that they achieve a
working knowledge of its structure and of the variety of ways
in which meaning is made, so that they have a vocabulary for
discussing it, so that they can use it with greater awareness,
and because it is interesting.’
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From the perspective of 1990, this proposal, quoted in isolation from
the rest of the booklet, interpreted generously, sounds like something
we could live with and even in some respects (discussing the variety of
ways in which meaning is made, for example) get excited about.
Reading the booklet as a whole at the time, however, weighing up what
its authors might really have in mind as the more important things to
teach pupils about language, and putting these thoughts next to worries
about other aspects of the booklet (the detail in its proposals for agerelated objectives for pupils at 7, 11 and 16, its narrow, muddled and
often backward-looking collection of statements about what a language
or English curriculum should contain), most people came to the
conclusion that the booklet was once again proposing something which
had been vigorously debated for the previous 20 years, and rejected.
This is the tempting idea that, in order to help children get better at
using an element of language, they need to be given a set of rules,
definitions and distinctions about that element in advance. We can put
the tempting idea in a diagram, clearly marked for what it is:
The particular topic of dispute in this part of English from 5 to 16 and in
p e o p l e ’s
responses to it
w
a
s
,
o
f
course, oldRULES
COMPETENCE
DEFINITIONS
fashioned
IN
OR
LEAD TO
g r a m m a r
LANGUAGE
DISTINCTIONS t e a c h i n g
and whether we
needed to
get back to
teaching it as a major element of the English curriculum.
Overwhelmingly, those who wrote down their responses to the booklet
and sent them in to HMI said: no. When HMI published English from 5
to 16: the Responses to Curriculum Matters 1 in 1986, it acknowledged
the degree of dissent from the original booklet on this and other topics.

= MYTH
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It suggested that it might be a good idea to have an enquiry, ‘with the
ultimate object of drawing up recommendations as to what might be
taught [about language] to intending teachers, to those in post and to
pupils in schools.’ (It might have been an even better idea, instead of
leaving English from 5 to 16 and the responses booklet dangling as two
contradictory documents for teachers to pay their money and take their
choice, to provide a single revised booklet which really did aim to
summarise the best recent thinking about what the language and
English curriculum should look like. That, after all, was the aim of the
series of which English from 5 to l6 was the first number.)

Good Idea Becomes Committee
The reader may be tiring of this ancient history. We will move on
quickly.
The good idea about an enquiry became the Kingman
Committee, which produced its report in March 1988. On the particular
question of grammar teaching, it declared:
‘Nor do we see it as part of our task to plead for a return to
old-fashioned grammar teaching and learning by rote. We
have been impressed by the evidence we have received that
this gave an inadequate account of the English language by
treating it virtually as a branch of Latin, and constructing a
rigid prescriptive code rather than a dynamic description of
language in use. It was also ineffective as a means of
developing a command of English in all its manifestations.
Equally, at the other extreme, we reject the belief that any
notion of correct or incorrect use of language is an affront to
personal liberty. We also reject the belief that knowing how to
use terminology in which to speak of language is undesirable.’
This statement, quoted from chapter 1 of the Kingman Report, was
greeted by a large sigh of relief all round, although there was some
puzzlement that the Committee had apparently discovered groups of
teachers who refused to accept that there was such a thing as an
incorrect use of language and never used any terminology in their
teaching, and had felt that this tendency was as dangerous as ‘oldfashioned grammar teaching and learning by rote’. The report then
devotes the whole of chapter 2 to a discussion called ‘The importance
of knowledge about language’. In fact, chapter 2 is not principally
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about the importance of knowledge about language; it is principally
about the importance of language. The chapter says some fine and true
things in a general kind of way. For example:
‘People need expertise in language to be able to participate
effectively in a democracy.’
‘The acquisition of new and difficult concepts, which is
integral to education in any subject, is dependent above all on
language.’
‘…language plays an important role both in exploring and
defining responses and feelings and in shaping the kind of
people we become.’

Not Enough Main Verbs… Too Many Pronouns
Chapter 2 is at its weakest, interestingly enough, when it has to commit
itself to examples in the section on ‘The teaching of language’. We are
introduced to a pupil who ‘keeps on omitting main verbs from
sentences’ and told that the pupil would start including main verbs in
sentences if he or she were taught the definition and function of a verb.
Another pupil, who makes excessive use of pronouns, would be helped
to check this habit if similarly taught the definition and function of a
pronoun.
These are unfortunate examples. I would be glad to meet a pupil who
kept on omitting main verbs from sentences. A pupil who had used a
verb incorrectly in a written sentence would be helped to spot and
overcome that difficulty by being asked to read the sentence back and
compare the form of the verb as written with the form which he or she,
as an experienced user of the language, knows to be correct. The likely
cause of the incorrect usage in the first place is that pressure of
production of writing has caused a temporary derailment of the trains of
grammatical connection between brain and pen. If the writer, guided by
the teacher, becomes a critical reader of her or his writing, he or she
will solve the problem quickly enough. Similarly, the user of overfrequent pronouns is a type I have not so far met. Much more common
is the opposite case: children who, for a while, make repetitive use of
nouns in writing because they are not yet confident of the job that
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pronouns can do in their place.
Here again, advance abstract
knowledge of the definition and function of a pronoun will not help. We
shall come back to this example later, with some suggestions about
what might help. We should just note here, however, the central point
that when children compose texts – when they write – they should
concentrate on meaning, not on pronouns.

A Language Model
The Kingman Report proposed, in chapter 3, a model of the English
language. In detail, there is much to criticise in the model on the
grounds of obscurity, confusion or omission. It would not be especially
interesting to the reader to do that here. In the broadest of terms, the
model does, to its credit, say that if we are going to talk about language,
we must remember that language is more than just forms. Language is
to do with forms (verb and pronoun are ways of talking about two
particular kinds of word doing particular jobs in sentences or other
groups of linked words) but it is also to do with the ways that speakers
and listeners, readers and writers behave towards each other in different
contexts; it is also to do with how people acquire and develop a
repertoire of competence in language from infancy onwards; it is also to
do with the fact that there are variations – of accent and dialect, for
example – within any language. We might add that there are variations
between languages, important relationships between them, as well as
variations within a language. The Kingman Committee was obliged to
confine itself to the discussion of English. In fact, the categories it
proposes in its model – forms; speaker/listener, reader/writer
relationships; acquisition and development; variation – are equally
relevant to any language. It would, furthermore, have been good to see
multilingualism (a key element, after all, of the language experience of
about 70% of the world’s population, including many of the children we
teach) presented as an integral part of a model of language as a whole.
The dissemination of Kingman’s model is, strictly, the purpose for
which the government established the Language in the National
Curriculum Project, at an initial cost of £15.2 million, to be spent by
local education authorities in England and Wales between 1989 and
1992. Hard on the heels of the Kingman Report, however, has come
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the National Curriculum for English. It was recognised that any
attempt to disseminate a set of ideas about language which failed to
notice that teachers’ overriding preoccupation at the moment is with the
introduction of the National Curriculum would, to put it mildly, have a
credibility problem. It is also the case that the Cox Report [the report
(1988 and 1989) which proposed the content of the National
Curriculum for English] discusses knowledge about language, in the
chapter with that name and also in the chapters on Standard English and
on linguistic terminology, and that the Cox Committee has proposed
elements of knowledge about language which will be part of the
statutory curriculum for English for pupils working at level 5 and
above, and has suggested that opportunities for pupils to develop their
knowledge about language should be available from the beginning of
schooling. So, in addition to the need to discuss teachers’ knowledge
about language in ways that will seem relevant to teachers amid all their
current concerns, we should try to clarify what we mean by pupils’
knowledge about language, and see how the two things interact – as of
course they must – and what the similarities and differences between
them might be. Let us look at some examples of classroom language
use to help us do this.

The Development of Implicit Knowledge
First, on page 233, there is a piece of writing by Leanne, aged 6.
Next, on page 234, there are the first four pages, in reduced size, of a
book produced by a class of infants, called Would you be Scared? (The
teacher has written out the text at the children’s instruction.)
The most important kind of knowledge about language is implicit
knowledge. Language is such a complex network of meanings and
symbols, and the knowledge which users of a language share is so
detailed and so vast, that the learning brain, engaged from birth on its
enormous task, necessarily operates mainly using the powerful levers of
unconscious learning. It could only be that way, for life is not long
enough for the conscious acquisition of language to the degree that
human beings require and employ it. The gear would be too low, the
pace too slow. Much mystery still surrounds the exact mechanisms by
which the brain experiences language in the world, and remembers,
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selects, sorts, extrapolates, generalises; in short, how it draws on
experience to develop its own competence, and how experience and
competence grow together. The most important job for the adults who
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care for the child is to help the child’s implicit knowledge develop. For
teachers, this means providing a classroom environment which supports
and affirms the child’s achievements, while continually proposing
activities calling forth greater powers of articulation and understanding.
The essential business of the language and English curriculum is to
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provide opportunities for pupils to compose, communicate and
comprehend meanings, their own and other people’s, in purposeful
contexts.
Within these contexts, pupils’ competence as users of
language develops. Pupils’ language competence is their implicit
knowledge put to work, as in our two examples. Thousands of
examples of implicit knowledge put to work are produced in classrooms
every week.
The reader will perhaps, however, have noticed some features of the
examples presented here which can extend our understanding of
implicit knowledge. Leanne offers us a story within a story. At the
point when the ‘she’ of her own story changes from a reference to her
mummy to a reference to her expected sister (would lessons on
pronouns have helped at this point?) she decides to draw on an event in
her own reading, with the proper sense that what has been good for her
is likely to be good for Sadie. Of course, simply to repeat Funnybones
[the popular picture book about comic skeletons, some of whose text
Leanne paraphrases] word for word would lack ingenuity (or perhaps
frighten one so young) so Sadie is to hear of badgers down holes
instead of skeletons in cellars. Leanne’s pleasure in reading or hearing
Funnybones is finding a practical application in her writing. The
application ‘shows’, in a way that we find charming. Older writers
learn how to cover their tracks.
Would you be Scared? has its origin in a genre of children’s book
which, starting from a simple but large question (as here) or statement
(‘If I could have my favourite wish I would…’, ‘I’m happy/unhappy
when I…’), branches out in many directions. The children who
produced this book have encountered some of this genre. In producing
their own book, they have realised or furthered their understanding that:
•

•
•
•
•

books are ‘made’ by authors engaged in a common pursuit. There
is nothing essential that divides the children from the authors of
commercially published and widely distributed books;
authors borrow ideas from each other and work within conventions
which they find effective;
texts and images need each other;
the world is multilingual, and many languages have highlydeveloped written forms, greatly different from each other;
different languages can do a similar job equally well.
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In other words, the book, whose primary purpose is to tell truths and
explore fantasies in an entertaining way, and which is first and foremost
another example of implicit knowledge put to work, causes us to
imagine a whole collection of conversations where implicit knowledge
has been advanced by moments of explicit comparison and reflection.

Competence and Reflection
We can explore further the relationship between competence and
reflection, looking at ways in which children’s language use is helped
forward by reflection, in some more examples.
Fiona and Neil, two reception-class children in a Shropshire school,
have already appeared in Responding to and Assessing Writing, one of
the collections of the work of the National Writing Project (published
by Thomas Nelson, 1989). Quoted here is an account of a series of
dialogues between them.
‘Fiona and Neil were invited by their teacher, Sheila Hughes,
to help each other to write, once a week. Fiona wrote herself
and Neil dictated to the teacher. Fiona and Neil also produced
pictures to accompany their text. Each week they exchanged
their writing, read each other’s work, and made comments
which the teacher wrote underneath. These are some extracts.
Week 1
Fiona wrote: I like black because I had a toy black dog and I
have always wanted a real life black dog.
Neil commented: She could have made it better if she’d put
legs on the dog.
Neil wrote: I like yellow wallpaper and I am going to ask my
dad if I can have some.
Fiona commented: He should have put ‘wallpaper’ at the end
of his story.
Week 2
Fiona wrote: Red makes my Mummy happy. She has a red
Renault 5 car and there is a lot of room in the boot.
Neil commented: She should have put spokes on the wheels
and two lights front and back.
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Neil wrote: This is a red lorry and I like it.
Fiona commented: He should have said where the lorry was
going and why he liked it.
The teacher was, at first, a little discouraged. The children
seemed rather negative in their comments and Neil seemed to
be concerned only with the drawings. However, they were
revealing considerable knowledge about the needs of text and
drawings, and they wanted to continue.
After six weeks observable changes had occurred.
Week 6
Fiona wrote: The bear is trying to get some honey out of a
tree. He looks very cuddly but really he is dangerous.
Neil commented: Draw a bigger tree. It is a good story.
Neil wrote: My teddy bear is sitting by a tree thinking about
doing something naughty.
Fiona commented: Ears and paws on the bear. I would like to
know what naughty things this bear was going to do.’
Flickering into life (stronger so far in Fiona – the more advanced writer
– than in Neil) is a critical awareness of a writer’s responsibilities and
choices. The children are interchanging, productively, the roles of
writer and reader. Reflection of this kind on writing, if sustained
throughout a writer’s development, will significantly help that
development; the eye of the reader informing the voice of the writer.

Cinderella and the Five Versions
A year 6 class [children aged 10 and 11] considers Cinderella, in
several versions. It is part of a sequence of work in which the class is
studying ‘stories as travellers’. The teacher hopes to bring about an
understanding that we have access to a rich variety of stories from
different times and cultures, and that there are links between versions of
the same story told or read across the world. She also wishes pupils to
rewrite, retell and dramatise some of the stories used. On several
occasions during the work, the teacher wants pupils to focus on the
structure, themes and conventions of fables and folk-tales: an aspect of
knowledge about texts. Cinderella provides one of these occasions.
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The class is shown a drawing, taken from a book of folk-tales, of a
young Chinese woman, dressed in traditional clothes, putting on a
slipper. Pupils are asked what the drawing reminds them of. After
some discussion, a pupil offers ‘Cinderella’. The class discusses its
surprise that Cinderella is presented as Chinese.
The teacher divides the class into four groups. She gives each group
one of four other drawings, all of which, in different ways and using
different cultural references, suggest Cinderella. The teacher asks each
group to invent a story from the drawing, making notes if they wish.
When they have done this, each group tells its story to the whole class.
The class discusses similarities and differences between the stories.
The teacher guides discussion towards the consideration of structure,
themes and conventions in the group’s stories. She brings the children’s
attention back to the drawings. What influence did they have on the
stories invented? What cues and clues did they contain?
The teacher gives each group tapes and scripts of the story of which the
drawing they received was an illustration. For the first time, she tells
the children directly that they are looking at versions of the Cinderella
story, of which there are hundreds across the world. Each group listens
to and reads its story. The teacher hands out a sheet on which each
group is to write answers to six key questions about its story: ‘Who is
the main character? Who is bad? What is the big problem? Who helps
with the problem? How many times does a similar thing happen? How
does the story end?’
Groups study their scripts and discuss the answers.
Groups then give their answers to the whole class. Answers for the four
versions are combined on a large sheet. The class discusses similarities
and differences. The teacher builds on the previous consideration of
structure, themes and conventions. Naturally, she uses terminology as
she does so.
Groups go back to their invented stories and complete a written version
of them as prose or dramatic narrative, for presentation to the class. In
fact, all the groups choose dramatic portrayals using puppets. Pupils
take photographs of the portrayals. The groups’ scripts and illustrations
will be published, together with the four illustrated versions of
Cinderella which groups have studied and the Chinese version with its
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illustration, as a short anthology. The teacher reads to the class the
Chinese version of Cinderella from which the original drawing was
taken.
The teacher makes careful choices about the composition of groups.
She has decided on single-sex groups, two of boys and two of girls,
because she thinks this might produce more vigorous discussion about
the roles of men and women in the four versions (which she has
selected to be somewhat different in this respect). The groups contain a
range of personalities and degrees of attainment in reading and writing.
The teacher expects that the more successful readers and writers in the
groups will support the less successful, particularly in coping with some
quite demanding language in the versions of Cinderella. The tapes will
help here too. The teacher has a long-term plan that every pupil will
work with every other pupil on a significant sequence of activity at least
once in the year.
The teacher intends to devote around six hours to the work on
Cinderella. This is about a quarter of the time the class will spend on
‘stories as travellers’ as a whole. The complete work will be spread over
four weeks in the primary school. (If the work were being done by a
year 7 class in a secondary school, for example, it would be spread over
a seven-week half term.)
The class contains nine children who are bilingual in English and in one
of two Asian languages. The teacher makes sure that there are at least
two of these pupils, speaking the same home language, in each group.
The class understands that the teacher is interested in children’s
knowledge of story and their abilities as tellers, whatever cultural and
language background they have to draw on. She expects that bilingual
pupils will sometimes use their home language in conversation with
each other, and is prepared for the possibility that there will be bilingual
elements (perhaps some dual-language text or a bilingual character) in
some of the presentations.
There are fables and folk-tales in the class library as background for the
work, and to take pupils’ interest further. Pupils need equipment for
writing, illustrating, and making puppets. There is a small collection of
costumes and props. Furniture in the class can be moved to allow for
performance. There is a computer available for word processing.
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At the end of the work on ‘stories as travellers’, the teacher discusses
with the children what they have enjoyed most in the work, what they
would like to do again soon, which parts they found difficult, which
groupings they found productive or otherwise.
In discussion with a colleague, she considers how the work might be
adapted and improved in a future year. A broader range of versions and
smaller groups? More demanding questions on structure, theme and
conventions (the pupils found the answers to the six provided rather
obvious)? A decision to introduce a film version of Cinderella as an
extra element of the work? An offer to involve the colleague’s class as
an audience for the presentations?
We can see clearly here, amid a wide variety of language activities,
children reflecting on texts.
Their knowledge of structure and
convention, of similarity and difference, in a certain kind of text, not to
mention their understanding of the social and moral assumptions made
or questions raised in the different versions, are likely to be enhanced
by what they have done. Reflection will help them forward as readers
(and quite possibly as writers, speakers and listeners too). But, to go
back to our ‘myth equation’ presented near the beginning of this piece:
how inappropriate it would have been to teach children the ‘rules’ of the
genre in advance, as if they would not know how to read the stories
without them. No better than giving Leanne lessons in the ‘rules’ of the
pronoun.

Evacuees on Best Behaviour
One more example of the relationship between doing and reflecting. A
group of 60 pupils, with two teachers plus a visitor working together, is
considering the wartime evacuation of children as part of a sequence of
work on the second world war. The children divide into groups of four.
Two take on the role of evacuee ‘parents’ and two the role of evacuated
children. The scene for their improvisation is the railway station in a
small Welsh village where ‘parents’ and children meet for the first time.
The groups work on this for 15 minutes, while the teachers move round,
listening, helping when asked and noting down observations. Then
some of the groups perform their improvisations.
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At this point, the teachers ask the children how they felt in role. The
children give general answers: ‘all right’, ‘good’, ‘fine’. Up to now,
they have not had any experience of reflecting on their role-play. The
teachers want to prompt the children to be more specific in their
reflection. The visitor role-plays being a child at home talking with a
friend or sibling. The children agree that the teacher’s speech style was
authentic for that situation. The teacher then mimics the careful,
precise speech used by the children in role as evacuees. The children
are asked why they spoke in that way. Now they reply: ‘for politeness’,
‘to show that we had good behaviour’, ‘so that they [the new “parents”]
would choose and accept us’, ‘to make a good impression’. The
teachers point out to the children how easily they slid from an everyday
speech style to more formal language use when they were in role.
As a result of this activity, which depends, it will be noticed, on a
crucial and exposed piece of adult intervention in role, children’s
understanding of an aspect of the way speech varies according to
situation is very likely to develop. Both the teachers and I, however,
would hesitate to claim that the activity would certainly produce, in any
direct sense, children who varied their own speech according to
situation more appropriately and skilfully. It might; but even if it did,
that was not the main purpose of the activity, which was to enhance the
children’s understanding of an important aspect of human language
behaviour (and to teach memorably about evacuees).
So, in discussing the relationship between competence and reflection,
we need first to reverse the ‘myth equation’, and then to introduce a
degree of variation and honest doubt. The nature of the relationship
depends on the language activity in which learners are engaged and on
the stage of development which individuals have reached. For example,
a pre-school child learning to talk is acquiring and demonstrating large
amounts of implicit knowledge, but there would be no point in
engaging the child in reflection on the psycholinguistic processes
involved. But the same young child, introduced to picture books, will
immediately be reflecting on the organisation of words and images
there. Meanwhile, older pupils reading poetry are likely to benefit as
future readers of poetry if the teacher provides opportunities for
reflection on the structure, content and background of the poems being
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studied, and on the particular characteristics of poetic language the
poems demonstrate.
The diagram on page 243 attempts to visualise the relationship between
competence and reflection.

Terminology and Understanding
The reader will notice the phrase ‘appropriate use of terminology’ in the
note on the diagram. There has been much misunderstanding of this
issue and false accusation of teachers on the subject. It has been
suggested that teachers are afraid to call a spade a spade (a metaphor a
metaphor, speech marks speech marks) because they have some
hypersensitivity about pupils’ ability to make sense of technical terms
or, worse, because they don’t know what such things are any more.
(Once upon a time they did, of course.) I presume that no reader of this
article is afraid, in principle, of the word word (a metalinguistic
category which, at an early point in their language development,
children have to come to understand) or sentence (though to use the
term sentence in purposeful discussions with pupils is a very different
thing from defining in an abstract way that thing which comes between
a capital letter and a full stop) or story or play or character or chapter
or rhyme or text or image. The central principle that should guide
teachers in their decisions as to the use of terminology with pupils is
that the introduction of terminology must be based on some prior
conceptual understanding of what the terminology refers to.
I promised to return to the case of the writer who is in a phase where he
or she makes repetitive use of nouns when pronouns could help out (the
opposite condition, it will be remembered, to that which Kingman
purports to have discovered). I choose this example for closer attention
because sentence grammar is one of the areas of language and
metalanguage (that is, language about language) in learning which has
been most fought over in recent decades; because top-level
disagreement over this small (in relation to the major concerns of the
language and English curriculum) but highly-charged area is the main
reason why the project of which this publication is a part exists; and
because a provision in the National Curriculum Programme of Study
for Writing at Key Stage 1 unrealistically requires teachers to teach
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The Relationship Between Competence
and Reflection

ESSENTIAL
INFLUENCE

REFLECTION†

COMPETENCE

(including discussion,
criticism, explication,
response, analysis)

(comes first)

SUPPORTING
INFLUENCE

(case-by-case differences in how it works;
sometimes direct, sometimes indirect)

† Reflection involves appropriate use of terminology; it might be described as ‘turning round

on your own (and others’) practice’

pupils ‘grammatical terms such as… pronoun’ (admittedly ‘in the
context of discussion about their own writing’) by the age of 7. We
noticed in passing Leanne’s immature use of ‘she’ which does not
acknowledge that a new person is being referred to (hardly an example
of ‘scattering words such as “she”… throughout a text’, to quote
Kingman). I would challenge anyone to insist, even if the teacher
decided that it would be appropriate to draw Leanne’s attention to this
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usage, which it might well be, that the introduction of the term pronoun
itself would help this confident six-year-old writer. But let us take a
somewhat older writer, and see how a teacher, in discussion with the
writer, might proceed.
Let us say that teacher and pupil are discussing a draft of a piece of
personal writing about the writer’s family. There has already been
some conversation about the content and organisation of this piece –
about what it is telling the reader. The teacher then says, ‘You see
where you’ve put ‘my aunty’ all these times here… three, four times?
Can you think of another word to put instead of some of the later ones,
to make it less repetitive?’ At this point, the pupil will respond in one
of two ways. In the one case, he or she will say: ‘I could put in “she”,’
in which case the teacher knows that the child understands implicitly
the function of a pronoun in writing in those places in the text, and
suggests that the child should put some in where they would help. The
teacher also remarks, ‘Words like “she” are pronouns. They stand in
for words or phrases (like “my aunty”) which they refer to.’ In the
other case, the child will not make sense of the teacher’s question,
because it is pitched conceptually too far in advance of the child’s
current stage of development as a writer. In this case, the teacher’s best
professional judgment is a decision to do nothing. The child needs
more experience of writing and of reading. In the first case the teacher
did discover a piece of implicit knowledge which he or she was able to
help the child turn into an explicit operation on the text. But even in
that case, the teacher made an important distinction between helping the
child to see the need to put in ‘she’ (the first priority) and teaching the
term pronoun (the second priority). The analytical statement about
pronouns had a chance of making sense; interestingly, its principal use
in the future will be to the child as a talker about texts, as a reader (the
texts will, certainly, include some of the child’s own writing) rather
than directly to the child as a composer of texts, a writer. The learning
of terminology from one mode of language often proves most useful to
the learner in another mode.
All areas of the language and English curriculum carry terminology, of
course; terminology is not confined to grammar, nor to writing
conventions nor to literary terms. There is no need for teachers to be
intimidated by terminology, as long as they are satisfied that it will help
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pupils to reflect more effectively on language in use. We could set the
terms we have used so far within a potentially endless list: word,
sentence, speech mark, metaphor, text, noun, pronoun, genre,
paragraph, intonation, accent, alphabet, improvise, role, fiction,
database, script, caption, camera angle; an assortment of terms, some
little and some large, all signifying important concepts or referring to
potentially valid activities in the language curriculum. The Cox Report
sensibly resisted pressure to insist on a roll-call of terms that pupils
must have been introduced to during particular Key Stages (with a few
exceptions such as the grammatical terms for Writing at Key Stage 1).
If we ask ourselves, when in doubt, ‘Will this piece of terminology
serve meaning?’, that will help us in the fine judgments we have to
make.

Knowledge about Language and Language
Study
The Cox Report recommended: ‘Knowledge about language should be
an integral part of work in English, not a separate body of knowledge to
be added on to the traditional English curriculum.’ (English for ages 5
to 16, 6:2) This means that opportunities for the development of
knowledge about language should be found throughout the whole
language and English curriculum: speaking and listening, reading,
writing, drama, media education and information technology. Such
opportunities exist laterally across this range for children of a particular
age. They also exist vertically, ‘from play activities in pre-school to
explicit systematic knowledge in upper secondary education.’ (ibid.,
6:16) In addition to all these opportunities (of which we have already
looked at several examples), where children’s knowledge about
language is being developed, as it were, in the course of other enquiries,
the Cox Report said that there ought to be occasions on which children
study aspects of language itself, in its own right. Certainly, the
requirement in the programme of study for speaking and listening at
Key Stage 2 that pupils should discuss vocabulary specific to local
communities, local usages, particular age groups and certain
occupations will probably best be met satisfactorily by the teacher
devoting a series of lessons to that topic, although the requirement is
likely also to be met to an extent in the course of pupils’ wider learning.
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The same would be true of the requirement in the programme of study
for reading at Key Stage 4 that ‘Pupils should consider not only the
extent to which English has changed from the earliest written records,
but also ways in which it is changing now.’
Requirements like these are the legal minimum of what might constitute
language study: formally, they apply only to pupils working at levels 5
to 10. [This is a reference to a system of attainment levels which has
since been revised. There are now eight levels plus a higher category
called ‘Exceptional performance’.] It would be useful to have some
headings for language study, including but not confined to the legal
minimum, of potential use throughout all the Key Stages. Suppose we
settled on:
•
•
•
•
•

variety in and between languages;
history of languages;
language and power in society;
acquisition and development of language;
language as a system shared by its users.

This list corresponds closely with the Cox Report’s discussion of
language study in paragraphs 6:6 to 6:18, and could fully exemplify the
principles laid out in paragraph 6:18:
‘Language is a system of sounds, meanings and structures
with which we make sense of the world around us. It
functions as a tool of thought; as a means of social
organisation; as the repository and means of transmission of
knowledge; as the raw material of literature, and as the creator
and sustainer – or destroyer – of human relationships. It
changes inevitably over time and, as change is not uniform,
from place to place. Because language is a fundamental part
of being human, it is an important aspect of a person’s sense
of self; because it is a fundamental feature of any community,
it is an important aspect of a person’s sense of social identity.’
Interestingly, our five headings closely resemble Kingman’s four
headings for teachers’ knowledge about language. We have given
‘history of languages’ a category of its own; ‘language and power in
society’ would take speaker/listener, reader/writer relationships and put
them in a broader context, including consideration of mass uses of
language; ‘language as a system shared by its users’ is a bigger and
better way of talking about forms. It goes without saying that all these
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headings overlap, and that their realisation in the curriculum would be
through actual examples and experiences of language in use, not
through their presentation as categories.
Let us look at two sequences of work which have an aspect of language
itself as their organising principle.

Language to Persuade
A teacher of upper-secondary pupils is considering with a class a wide
range of texts, written, oral and visual, whose common purpose is to
persuade a reader, listener or viewer to accept a certain point of view or
adopt a certain course of action. He or she will use authentic texts from
the past as well as the present, and will ask the pupils to produce their
own persuasive texts as well as consider other people’s.
The teacher shows the class the following texts: a party political
broadcast on television; an advertisement on television for a modern
consumer product; a group of didactic poems, songs or ballads on a
particular theme; a wartime propaganda poster; a letter to a newspaper
strongly stating a point of view; a tape of a lawyer’s summing-up
speech in court; an opinion article in a newspaper. In groups, pupils
consider the texts, with an instruction from the teacher along these
lines:
‘All these texts are out to persuade someone to do or think
something. How successful do you think each of them is?
What techniques (of language, image and sound) does each
employ? Using these to start you off, make a list of all the
examples you can think of where language, images or sounds
(often working in combination) are used to persuade. Who is
the persuasion aimed at (it could be one person only, or a huge
mass of people, with various particular groups in between)
and what was the person or group being urged to think or do?’
When the groups of pupils have produced their lists, these are pooled in
the whole class. The teacher suggests ordering the lists according to
four categories: what kind of text? what use of language, image, sound?
aimed at whom? persuading him, her or them to do or think what? By
the end of this session, pupils have some sense of the variety of kinds of
persuasive text in the world, and of their techniques, audiences and
purposes.
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The teacher has four small collections of texts which exemplify each of
the four categories. In other words, he or she could, for example, have
a collection of posters promoting good causes (kind of text), or of texts
where music is used in combination with words to build up a rhetorical
effect (use of language, image, sound), or of texts aimed at young
adults (a specific group being aimed at), or of texts urging consumers to
demonstrate their discrimination and independence by buying a certain
product (a piece of persuasion with a particular purpose). Each group
takes one of these collections, examines each of the texts closely,
discussing similarities and differences, using the questions which are
relevant from the first group activity, and also asking the question:
‘What do we think of the intentions of the producers of these texts? Is
the language – and images and sound where appropriate – being used
for a purpose we admire?’ The outcome of this discussion could be a
piece of writing, produced individually or collectively (in the second
case, the group would decide on particular sections for individuals to
write).
As a final activity, groups produce their own persuasive text(s). The
teacher encourages a variety of forms (video, leaflets, posters, live
simulation, audiotape for radio transmission, newspaper
advertisements, campaign magazines) and a variety of specific
intentions (to sell, to request financial and other support for a cause, to
promote a political party or pressure group, to debate an issue of
contention). Building on the invitation in the previous activity to
groups to make judgments on producers’ intentions, the teacher
suggests as an option some kind of campaign of opposition to
persuasive texts groups have considered whose intentions they
disapprove of and wish to challenge.

Alphabets and Picture-Writing
Our second example takes us to a middle-infant class where the
children are making alphabet friezes.
Three languages (all with
alphabetic scripts) are represented in the class, so the teacher suggests
to the children that there should be three friezes. These are designed
with the help of alphabet books for each of the languages, and advice
from parents of children with home languages other than English.
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While the friezes are being made, there is discussion of the names of
the letters in each alphabet. By the end of the activity, everyone is
familiar with the English alphabet, the bilingual children have
reinforced their existing knowledge of two alphabets, and all the
children, monolingual and bilingual, have some knowledge of the
alphabets of languages which they do not speak.
A way of extending this work with the children perhaps a year later
would be to introduce the idea that, when languages were first written
down, there were no alphabets; people used pictures. The teacher
shows the class three sets of pictures (in fact, some early Chinese,
Egyptian and Sumerian pictographs). The pictures are on cards. Each
group takes a set of cards, and is asked to construct a story or a message
using them; the children can invent their own pictures to add to those
they have received. Groups then tell their story or message to the class,
holding up their cards as they do so. Finally, the teacher shows the
class how the pictographs for the three languages changed over the
centuries, until they became unrecognisable as representations of the
thing they originally referred to. The class sees how some of the
Egyptian symbols became letters of the alphabet which English and
other languages now use; the children also look at some modern
Chinese characters and their meanings.

Knowledge about Language in the Whole
Curriculum
In this article, we have considered pupils’ implicit knowledge of
language, their reflection on language use (their own and other
people’s) and the study of language itself. The diagram on page 251
(which is principally the work of Margaret Wallen, advisory teacher in
Dorset, who designed its original version and to whom I am greatly
indebted) attempts to relate these three things within a whole language
curriculum. It is not of course, ‘to scale’, as an indication of the
amounts of time which might be spent on each of its elements; and it
should not be forgotten that the development of competence and
implicit knowledge remains the fundamental purpose of the language
and English curriculum. The area of greatest overlap in the middle of
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the diagram is not, by that token, the most important thing in the
curriculum.
Four notes on the diagram:
1.
2.

3.

4.

the shaded areas in the diagram will often involve use of
appropriate linguistic terminology;
the areas of reflective learning will also provide significant
opportunities to teachers and pupils for assessing pupils’
developing language competence and for identifying their
achievements and needs;
the knowledge-about-language requirements of the National
Curriculum Programmes of Study in English all fall within the
shaded areas: the areas of reflective learning and the area of
language study. The diagram also relates these requirements to the
wider elements of the English curriculum as identified in
Programmes of Study;
the inclusion of drama, media texts and information technology
within speaking and listening, reading and writing is intended to
suggest the broadest definition of these language modes. The
diagram does not mean to suggest, however, that drama, media
texts and information technology can be confined within the modal
categories. For example, drama is of course more than speaking
and listening (and sometimes, as in mime, something other than
speaking and listening).

Pupils and Teachers: the Classroom and the
World
Finally, let us try to summarise the relationship between pupils’ and
teachers’ knowledge about language. Teachers, like pupils, already
have much valuable knowledge about language derived from their
experience as human beings in the world. There is no hard line
dividing teachers’ ‘human’ knowledge from their ‘professional’
knowledge, any more than it is possible to divide pupils’ classroom
language development from their experience of language in the world.
Moreover, teachers’ knowledge cannot simply be communicated in
transmissive ways. A large part of the knowledge about language
teachers should have will be realised, first, in the creation of contexts in
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which the pupils’ implicit knowledge, that is, their competence, is
enabled to develop. A second role for teachers’ knowledge about
language is in their interventions in language use with pupils in order to
give advice, offer formative assessment, suggest lines of further
development. The effectiveness of these interventions, as we have
seen, will depend on teachers’ sensitivity and skill in applying this kind
of knowledge about language, including their understanding of when to
deploy information and when not. Thirdly, there will be some aspects
of teachers’ knowledge about language which will form appropriate and
interesting content for pupils’ learning; in language as in any other area
of knowledge, the teacher’s own enthusiasm for the topic is likely to
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generate enthusiasm among pupils. Contexts for and content of
knowledge about language may sometimes be linked, as for example
when a class which contains users of a diversity of languages and
dialects is given the opportunity to explore that diversity and relate it to
information about language variety in modern Britain.
The three categories of teachers’ knowledge about language proposed
here make a close match, it will be noticed, with the categories of
pupils’ knowledge about language presented in the diagram above.
However, it would be wrong to insist that they are simply a replica for
teachers of pupils’ knowledge about language, or are always realised in
identical ways. They involve a degree of worked-out understanding
which is, at least potentially, explicit; the teacher can, if necessary,
explain why he or she has acted in a particular way. Teachers’
knowledge about language is, in fact, their working theory of language
in learning. It should continually develop in interactions with pupils’
knowledge about language. These interactions in the classroom depend
on teachers’ and pupils’ human experience – joint or distinct – of
language in the world.
We have described four sets of relationships which, between them,
make up knowledge about language. These are the relationships
between:
1.

pupils’ implicit knowledge, reflection on language use and
language study;
2. teachers’ knowledge of how to provide contexts for language
development, their knowledge of how and when to intervene in
and respond to language use, and those aspects of their knowledge
which could be used as content in the curriculum;
3. pupils’ and teachers’ knowledge;
4. pupils’ and teachers’ language use in the classroom and their
experience of language in the world outside.
The diagram on page 253 attempts to visualise these relationships
interacting in a classroom where pupils and teachers compose,
comprehend and communicate meanings in purposeful contexts,
drawing on their experience of language in the world.
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The Teaching of Grammar
This third piece, exceptionally, was written in 2012, apart from the
notes for teachers on sentence grammar with which it ends.
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Both the preceding pieces in this section, and the first in particular,
refer to the fact that in the 1980s and early 1990s the debate about the
teaching of grammar achieved the status of a battle. As is often the case
with battles, truth and reason were swept aside by those with most
power, because they could see the popular advantage of advancing a
particular position; whether or not that position was truthful or
reasonable was of no great interest to them.
In 2012, it may be hard for younger teachers to imagine the intensity
that the ‘grammar battle’ sometimes achieved. On the one hand, most
teachers and those who supported and advised them knew that
competence in language precedes analysis of language, not the other
way round.
The failed practices of previous generations, best
exemplified by the parsing and clause analysis exercises in O-Level
and, before that, School Certificate examinations, and by the often
uncomprehending drudgery of preparation for those examinations, was
proof enough. Until 1963 and the introduction of the Certificate of
Secondary Education, eight out of 10 children left school without any
paper qualification whatever. For most teachers and their advisers and
supporters, the notion that there had once been a golden age of success
in English, to which the teaching of Latinate grammar had been an
essential contributor, was a myth. On the other hand, politicians and
those who advised them politically were instinctively traditionalist, and
they knew that phrases like ‘back to basics’, ‘good old-fashioned
grammar teaching’ played well to an essentially conservative public
which knew little about the details of the matter.
Here is my position, which I don’t believe has changed since I first
worked it out in the 1980s. (Incidentally, I don’t regard fixity as a
virtue; had I changed my mind in the intervening 30 years, I would be
happy to say so.)
I remain convinced, to quote from an earlier paragraph, that
‘competence in language precedes analysis of language, not the other
way round’. The child who writes, ‘My mum gave me a cricket bat for
my birthday.’ has not achieved the ability to write that sentence by
being told that ‘My’ is a possessive pronoun modifying ‘mum’, ‘mum’
is a common noun in subject position, ‘gave’ is a past-tense verb which
uses a ‘strong’ form rather than the ‘weak’ -ed ending used by other
verbs, ‘me’ is an indirect object pronoun (though its form is identical to
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a direct object pronoun as in ‘My mum hit me with a cricket bat.’), ‘a’
is the indefinite article, ‘cricket’, though usually a noun when referring
to the game, is here an adjective modifying the common noun ‘bat’, the
three-word phrase ‘a cricket bat’ is a direct object phrase governed by
‘gave’, ‘for’ is a preposition expressing purpose and governing ‘my
birthday’, ‘my’ is once again a possessive pronoun modifying the
common noun ‘birthday’, and the three-word phrase ‘for my birthday’
is adverbial, modifying ‘gave’ in terms perhaps temporal, perhaps
expressing purpose.
While remaining absolutely clear that competence precedes analysis, I
do think that analysis, taught at the right level of complexity for a
particular stage of children’s development (a qualification which I
know begs a question about classroom management, because not all the
children in a class will be at the same or a similar stage of development,
however close they are in age), is useful. Why it is useful? Simply
because to be able to speak about language, to have a technical
language with which to speak about language, a metalanguage, is as
useful as it is to have a technical language with which to speak about
any other area of human endeavour and achievement.
The car
mechanic uses the word ‘piston’ rather than ‘that thing which goes up
and down in that metal tube’. To have technical vocabulary at one’s
command brings a sense of mastery and clarity to the person so
equipped.
Strange (or perhaps perverse) as it may appear, I believe that the
principal benefit to a child in learning and conceptually grasping
grammatical terms lies not – at least, not directly – in his or her future
writing, but in his or her future encounters with texts: in his or her
reading and discussion of that reading.
Along with technical
vocabulary referring to other features of the text being read, it will be
useful sometimes to have vocabulary to refer to the grammatical
functions of some of the words in the text, and to the construction of the
text’s sentences.
But I must immediately concede that the texts that the child will read
will include some that he or she has written. And here the interaction
between the child as writer and the child as reader is complex and
mysterious. I have no doubt that all good writers are careful and critical
readers of their own writing. If I have happily conceded that it is useful
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for readers to have access to technical terms, including grammatical
terms, surely I must concede that a child reading his or her own writing
and using or thinking about grammatical terms, or having them pointed
out by the teacher, will thereby benefit as a writer. I do concede this as
an indirect benefit, arising from the writer’s growing sense of mastery
of the craft, of the precision in criticism which the appropriate use of
grammatical and other technical terms supplies.
Nonetheless, I remain sure that the overwhelmingly most important
contributors to a writer’s progress are positive encounters with other
texts – reading; frequent and positive experiences of writing in
meaningful contexts; and the continuing development of his or her
powers in and experience of spoken language. If analysis were the
most important contributor, our lives would not be long enough to
achieve even the most elementary degree of competence in written or
spoken language, because the conventions, rules, structures of language
– even of apparently very simple written sentences or spoken utterances
– turn out to be extraordinarily delicate, subtle, complex and sometimes
ambiguous when analysed. Users of language don’t have the time for
great swathes of prior analysis.

The Statutory Position in 2012
20 years on from the ‘grammar battle’, I believe that a reasonable truce
has been agreed. Grammar is taught, explicitly and in discrete lessons;
meanwhile, continuing opportunities are created for children to write in
meaningful contexts in a range of forms and for a variety of purposes.
The current statutory requirements with regard to grammar in the
programmes of study of the National Curriculum for English seem to
me to be broadly sensible. Here they are.
Within the ‘Knowledge, skills and understanding’ section of the orders
for writing at Key Stage 1, sub-section 7, ‘Language structure’, reads:
‘In composing their own texts, pupils should be taught to
consider:
a. how word choice and order are crucial to meaning
b. the nature and use of nouns, verbs and pronouns
c. how ideas may be linked in sentences and how sequences
of sentences fit together.’
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Within the ‘Knowledge, skills and understanding’ section of the orders
for reading at Key Stage 2, sub-section 6, ‘Language structure and
variation’, reads:
‘To read texts with greater accuracy and understanding, pupils
should be taught to identify and comment on features of
English at word, sentence and text level, using appropriate
terminology [for example, how adjectives and adverbs
contribute to overall effect, the use of varying sentence length
and structure, connections between chapters or sections].’
Within the ‘Knowledge, skills and understanding’ section of the orders
for writing at Key Stage 2, sub-section 7, ‘Language structure’, reads:
‘Pupils should be taught:
a. word classes and the grammatical functions of words,
including nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, pronouns,
prepositions, conjunctions, articles
b. the features of different types of sentence, including
statements, questions and commands, and how to use them
[for example, imperatives in commands]
c. the grammar of complex sentences, including clauses,
phrases and connectives
d. the purposes and organisational features of paragraphs, and
how ideas can be linked.’
Within the section entitled ‘Key processes’ at Key Stage 3, the part of
sub-section 2.2, on reading, called ‘The author’s craft’, reads:
‘Pupils should be able to understand and comment on:
j. how texts are crafted to shape meaning and produce
particular effects
k. how writers structure and organise different texts,
including non-linear and multimodal
l. how writers’ uses of language and rhetorical, grammatical
and literary features influence the reader
m. how writers present ideas and issues to have an impact on
the reader
n. how form, layout and presentation contribute to effect
o. how themes are explored in different texts
p. how texts relate to the social, historical and cultural
context in which they were written.’
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Within the same section, the part of sub-section 2.3, on writing, called
‘Technical accuracy’, reads:
‘Pupils should be able to:
t. use the conventions of standard English effectively
u. use grammar accurately in a variety of sentence types,
including subject–verb agreement and correct and
consistent use of tense
v. signal sentence structure by the effective use of the full
range of punctuation marks to clarify meaning
w. spell correctly, increasing their knowledge of regular
patterns of spelling, word families, roots of words and
derivations, including prefixes, suffixes and inflections.’
The explanatory notes on the orders for ‘Range and content’ at Key
Stage 3, in expanding on the previously mentioned ‘principles of
sentence grammar and whole-text cohesion’, say:
‘The principles of sentence grammar and whole-text
cohesion… should include:
2. word classes and their grammatical functions
3. the structure of phrases and clauses and how they can be
combined to make complex sentences (e.g. through
coordination and subordination)
4. paragraph structure and how to form different paragraphs
5. the structure of whole texts, including cohesion, openings
and conclusions in different types of writing (e.g. through
the use of verb tenses and reference chains)
6. the use of appropriate grammatical terminology to reflect
on the meaning and clarity of individual sentences.’
Within the section entitled ‘Key processes’ at Key Stage 4, the part of
sub-section 2.3 on writing, called ‘Technical accuracy’, reads:
‘Students should be able to:
a. use the grammatical features of written standard English
accurately to structure a wide range of sentence types for
particular purposes and effect
b. use the full range of punctuation marks accurately and for
deliberate effect
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c. spell correctly, including words that do not conform to
regular patterns and words that are sometimes confused in
use.’
In the ‘Range and content’ section at Key Stage 4, sub-section 3.4,
‘Language structure and variation’, reads:
‘The study of English should include, across speaking and
listening, reading and writing:
a. spoken language variation and attitudes to use of standard
and non-standard forms
b. the ways in which language reflects identity through
regional, social and personal variation and diversity
c. the differences between spoken and written language in
terms of vocabulary, structure and grammar
d. the importance of sentence grammar and whole-text
cohesion and their impact in writing
e. the development of English, including its development
over time, current influences, borrowings from other
languages, origins of words and the impact of technology
on spoken and written communication
f. the importance and influence of English as a global
language.’
When these requirements are read in the context of the overall
programmes of study to which they relate, the reader has a reassuring
sense that the study of grammar takes its place within an overall
conception of the teaching of English as primarily to do with the
promoting of competence. Indeed, the first sub-sections of the sections
called ‘Key concepts’ at both Key Stages 3 and 4 are entitled
‘Competence’. I may and do quibble with one or two things: for
example, to return to a point discussed in the second piece in this
chapter, whether or not a child aged between five and seven will benefit
from being taught ‘the nature and use of nouns, verbs and pronouns’
will depend enormously on the child and on the terms in which the
abstract language necessary to convey an analytic understanding of
those three kinds of word is couched. (In deciding what to do about the
explicit teaching of pronouns to very young children, the reader might
like to go back to my account of Leanne’s writing in that second piece.)
But in broad terms, the teaching of grammar sits where it should do. It
is seen in theoretical terms as one of the elements of the understanding
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of language as a structured system, and in practical, pedagogical terms
as part of an analytical support to a curriculum whose main energy is
directed at nurturing competence; which was always the position of
those of us who took a particular side in the ‘grammar battle’ of 20 and
more years ago.

Teaching about Grammar in Primary Schools:
Two Examples
Here are two recently produced examples of resources for teaching
primary-school children about grammar. They have both been written
by Helen Savva, and tried out successfully in London primary schools.

Example One: Elegant Fowl and Cynical Foul
The first is aimed at children in year 5 (that is, children aged nine and
ten). The lesson guidance quoted here is for the third in a unit of 10
lessons entitled ‘Longer Classic Poetry, Including Narrative Poetry’.
The unit as a whole studies three poems: ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’ by
Edward Lear, ‘Windy Nights’ by Robert Louis Stevenson and ‘The
Listeners’ by Walter de la Mare. The first three lessons are concerned
with ‘The Owl and the Pussycat’.
Lessons 1 and 2 provide
opportunities for the children to read and enjoy the poem, to discuss the
fantasy world it evokes, and to consider some aspects of the poem’s
structure and use of poetic language. Lesson 2 draws attention to a list
of words with which the children may be unfamiliar: ‘fowl’, ‘elegant’,
‘tarried’, ‘quince’, ‘runcible’.
(Edward Lear invented the word
‘runcible’, of course.) The lesson guidance for lesson 3 is on pages 262
and 263.
There are three points to admire about this activity. First, the attention
to grammar (nouns, verbs, adjectives) and to the separate but related
matter of homophones comes within the context of a much longer unit
of work with a great variety of teaching purposes. Secondly, children
are asked to invent their own sentences as soon as they have grasped
the teacher’s point in introducing them, via the words ‘fowl’ and ‘foul’,
to the different grammatical functions of words in sentences. (The
particular virtue of discussing word classes using homophones, of
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Introduction
Remind the class that one of the words you defined during the
previous lesson was the word ‘fowl’. A fowl is a bird. ‘Fowl’ spelt
F-O-W-L is a noun. Ask the children whether the word means
anything other than a bird.
Main Activity
Ask the children to listen to the following sentence:
The referee had no choice but to award a penalty in the
89th minute of the game, when Wilfred Boot brought
down Henry Wildfoot by committing what can only be
described as a cynical foul.
What is the meaning of the word ‘foul’ as it is used in the above
sentence? Does anyone know how to spell this word, which has a
different meaning?
Ask the children what function the word ‘foul’ performs in the
sentence you quoted. If the sentence were…
The referee had no choice but to award a penalty in the
89th minute of the game, when Wilfred Boot cynically
decided to foul Henry Wildfoot.
…what would be the function of the word ‘foul’ in the sentence? If
the sentence were…
The referee had no choice but to award a penalty in the
89th minute of the game, when Wilfred Boot committed an
act of cynical foul play on Henry Wildfoot.
…what would be the function of the word ‘foul’ in the sentence?
There are many words in the English language that have exactly
the same pronunciation but different spelling. These words are
known as homophones. ‘Homophone’ derives from the ancient
Greek language. ‘Homo’ means ‘the same’ and ‘phone’ means
‘sound’. ‘Homophone’ is also a compound word. Can the children
think of any other words with ‘phone’ is them? ‘Telephone’ is
obvious, but can they think of others?

Knowledge about Language 2! 63
Present other examples of homophones to the class, for example
‘rain’, ‘reign’, ‘rein’. Can the children think of other examples of
three-word homophones? Ask them to write down pairs or trios of
sentences with homophones in them.
Plenary
Ask the children to volunteer to read some of their sentences to the
class. Request a new sentence with the word ‘foul’ used as an
adjective, then a new sentence with the word used as a noun, then
one with the word used as a verb. Some of the children will also
be able to identify the different grammatical functions of
homophones in sentences they have invented.
Set the homophones chart [see below] for homework. The children
must fill in the gaps in the chart, and then add as many more
homophones and their meanings as they can think of.
Homophone

Meaning

Homophone

Meaning

arc

curve

ark

boat

pear

a fruit
hare

animal

made
hoarse

horse
stare
seven days
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course, is that it teaches that word classes are not simple watertight
categories.) Thirdly, the activity – light of touch, and making use of
entertaining examples – stands every chance of being enjoyed by the
children.

Example Two: Three Kinds of Sentence
On pages 265 to 267, a second example of a resource for teaching
primary-school children about grammar focuses on sentence types. It is
intended for and has been used with year 4 children (those aged eight
and nine).
As with the first resource from which I’ve quoted, the work on types of
sentence quoted here took place within the context of a much broader
range of activities arising from the reading of one of the most enduring
of children’s classics. The children enjoyed the game-like activity of
spotting the three types of sentence. Some grasped the distinctions
more easily than others, but all had advanced their understanding by the
end of the lesson. Grammarians may (or may not, depending on their
own analytical preference) question the use of the term ‘connective’ to
cover conjunctions like ‘and’ and ‘but’ and words like ‘where’ and
‘when’ which can be adverbs, conjunctions or pronouns. For this age
group, simplicity in categorisation is a virtue.

Notes for Teachers on Sentence Grammar
When I was a consortium leader in the North London Language
Consortium, I used the following notes in sessions with teachers on
sentence grammar. The alert reader will notice two differences of
categorisation in the model proposed in these notes and that used in
Helen Savva’s resources for primary-school children.
Here,
connectives have been divided into pronouns and conjunctions. Here,
the sentences which Helen Savva describes as compound, putting them
into a separate set, are a sub-set of complex sentences, and are called
‘co-ordinated complex sentences’, in contrast to ‘subordinated complex
sentences’. Should I be concerned about this inconsistency? I think
not. See the remark of the great linguist Edward Sapir below. All
grammars are more or less successful but never wholly successful
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Introduction
Tell the children that you’re going to use an extract from the book
they’ve just been reading, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory by
Roald Dahl, to teach them about different kinds of sentence. Then
talk to them in approximately the following way:
“There are three kinds of sentence: simple, compound and
complex. They are all important and they are all equally
good. To write well you have to use a mixture of all three
sentences in your writing.
Simple sentences are usually short and have only one idea
in them. They are often used to create drama, tension,
atmosphere or humour.
For example, the following sentences are all simple
sentences. They express just one idea:
Charlie adored eating chocolate!
Charlie’s mouth bulged with chocolate.
Eating chocolate was sheer bliss.
Would you like a chocolate?
Try writing a simple sentence of your own.
Compound sentences consist of two simple sentences
joined together by simple connectives (a connective is a
joining word) like and, so or but.
Charlie grabbed the chocolate bar and he took an
enormous bite.
Charlie wanted to eat a sixth Walnut Whip but he knew
he would be sick if he did.
The sweet, velvety chocolates tasted divine so Charlie
kept on eating them.
Try writing a compound sentence of your own.
Complex sentences have more than one idea in them. They
consist of a main idea with some supporting information
added. The supporting information usually begins with a
connective like who, where, when, because, as, since, if.
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The supporting information wouldn’t make sense without
the main idea. Have a look at these complex sentences:
Charlie’s eyes glazed over when he saw the golden ticket.
When he saw the golden ticket Charlie’s eyes glazed over.
As Charlie unwrapped the chocolate bar, everyone in the
room yelped with joy!
The children were quiet because they knew they would
receive a chocolate at the end of the lesson if they were
good.
Since the children had been so good, the teacher gave
them each a chocolate at the end of the lesson.
Where there had been a lovely big box of chocolates,
there was now nothing but the empty box.
Can you see that ‘when he saw the golden ticket’ or ‘Since
the children had been so good’ wouldn’t make sense without
the main idea in the rest of the sentence? Try writing a
complex sentence of your own.”
Then read to the children from page 63 of Charlie and the
Chocolate Factory, asking them to follow your reading on the
sheet where you have photocopied the extract.
‘Charlie went on wolfing the chocolate. He couldn’t stop.
In less than half a minute, the whole thing had
disappeared down his throat. He was quite out of breath
but he felt marvellously, extraordinarily happy. He
reached out a hand to take the change. Then he paused.
His eyes were just above the level of the counter. They
were staring at the five coins lying there. The coins were
all five-penny pieces. There were nine of them altogether.
Surely it wouldn’t matter if he spent just one more…’
Ask the children to try to find an example of a simple sentence, a
compound sentence and a complex sentence in the extract.
Read the following extract with the children. Again, they should
follow it on their photocopy. What can they say about the way in
which it has been written? In particular, where are the simple,
compound and complex sentences?
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Miss Capell† Eats Chocolates
Miss Capell’s eyes opened wide. Then they opened
wider, and her blue eyes twinkled. She grinned broadly
from ear to ear. A gorgeous array of her favourite
chocolates was displayed before her, so she chose one
covered in deep red shiny paper. As she unwrapped the
chocolate, her mouth began to water. She licked her lips.
She hesitated for a second before popping the chocolate
into her mouth. Instinctively, she closed her eyes so that
she could concentrate. She let the chocolate rest on her
tongue until it began to melt. The sweet, thick, velvety
liquid trickled down her throat. Then the creamy,
strawberry centre began to mingle with the dark
chocolate. The taste was sensational. The rich aroma of
cocoa, brown sugar, vanilla and strawberry filled her
nostrils. She felt incredibly happy. When she opened her
eyes, there laid out before her was a jewel-box of
chocolates waiting to be eaten…’
†

the name of the original class’s teacher

attempts to describe an ultimately unknowable reality.

Activity One: The Way it Was
Here are parts of O-Level English papers set in 1961 and 1962. See if
you can do the exercises.
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Activity Two

1. ‘All grammars leak.’

— Edward Sapir

2.

GRAMMAR
Up to the level of the sentence
(phonemes/graphemes/
morphemes, words, phrases,
clauses, sentences)
PHONOLOGY/
GRAPHOLOGY

VOCABULARY
(OR LEXIS):
SEMANTICS

3. Connections
between
sentences

4.

Discourse analysis
or genre study
(sometimes called
‘text grammar’)

Cohesion

We will concentrate on sentence grammar. Our definition of sentence
grammar: syntax + morphology

SENTENCE
GRAMMAR
What words can do
together in groups
(SYNTAX)

{

For NUMBER
cat(s)
he speaks
they speak

How words change
their form
(MORPHOLOGY)

For GENDER
For TENSE

{

I speak
I spoke
I have spoken
I am speaking

manager/manageress
ami/amie
blanc/blanche
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5.

To understand syntax and morphology, we must first start by going
back to vocabulary, to see what kinds of words there are. (But, of
course, we can only classify words after we’ve seen what jobs they do
with other words.)
CLASSES OF WORDS
a. Lexical Words
nouns
(N)

words for things, people, animals, states of mind or existence:
wood, woman, tiger, dejection, paralysis, love

verbs
(V)

words for actions or ways of being, physical or mental:
run, think, is, seem

adjectives
(ADJ)
adverbs
(ADV)

words which modify nouns:
blue, high, terrible
words which modify verbs (or adjectives or other adverbs):
strangely, very, well, often

BUT the examples given here include some which change their class
depending on their function in a sentence or other group of words:
Love is eternal. (noun)
I love you. (verb)
I will run out soon. (verb)
I did a run of 300. (noun)
I think so. (verb)
You’ve got another think coming. (noun)
Those blue remembered hills (adjective)
Blue is a colour which makes me see red. (nouns)
She had a high forehead. (adjective)
She was on a high. (noun)
I was very frightened. (adverb)
She’s the very image of her mother. (adjective)
You did it well. (adverb)
I’ve been to the well woman clinic. (adjective)

CLASSES OF WORDS
b. Grammatical Words
pronouns
(PRON)

words which stand in for or refer to nouns:
I, mine, that, who, which, anyone, myself

conjunctions
(CONJ)

words which link lexical words or phrases or clauses:
and, but, therefore, however, if, because

prepositions
(PREP)

words which come before nouns or pronouns:
in, on, across, up, for, because of, from

articles
(ART)
auxiliary verbs
(AUX)
modal verbs
(MOD)

a/an, the
Do you think so?
I have seen it.
could, should, might, can, will
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6. What sentences consist of
words
phrases

the, blue, house
a group of linked words without a verb: the blue house

a clause
or clauses

a group of words containing at least a subject†
and a verb: I live in the blue house.

The commonest
functions of
sentences are:
†

(to make) statements I would like a pizza.
(to ask) questions
Fancy a pizza?
(to give) commands
Buy me a pizza!

except in commands

7. The structure of sentences
There are MAJOR sentences.
There are MINOR sentences:
London. (first sentence of Dickens’ Bleak House)
I looked all over the place. No luck.
Zap! Pow! Clunk!

We’ll only deal with major sentences.

MAJOR
SENTENCES
SIMPLE

COMPLEX
Co-ordinated

Subordinated

All major sentences, simple and complex, have a structure which can
be analysed using up to five elements:
SUBJEC
T

VERB

OBJECT

COMPLEMENT

direct or indirect

to subject or to object

ADVERBIAL

S
V
Od Oi
C(s) C(o)
A
Any one of the five elements can be a single word or a group of
words. In a group of words, words of several classes may be used.
• Not all the five elements need to be used.
• Although the five elements often appear in the order given, they
don’t have to.
•
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SIMPLE SENTENCES HAVE ONLY ONE CLAUSE

a)

b)

c)

S

V

C(s)

The church

is

fourteenth century

ART

V

N

ADJ

N

S

V

C(s)

Schools

are

places of mental torture

N

V

N

PREP ADJ

N

S

V

Od

A

I

noticed

a strange smell

in the kitchen

PRON

V

ART ADJ

N

PREP ART

N

COMPLEX SENTENCES HAVE TWO OR MORE CLAUSES
Co-ordinated clauses in a complex sentence have equal status, and
each could, if necessary, stand alone.
a)

b)

S

V

Od

Co-ord

V

Od

I

made

a cup of tea

and

boiled

an egg

PRON

V

ART N PREP N

CONJ

V

ART N

S

V

C(s)

A

Co-ord

A

We

were

young and foolish

then,

but

now

PRON

V

ADJ CONJ ADJ

ADV

CONJ

ADV

…

S

V

C(s)

we

are

older and wiser

PRO
N

V

ADJ CONJ ADJ

A subordinate (or dependent) clause or clauses in a complex
sentence depend(s) on another (independent or main) clause.
Subordinate clauses cannot stand alone.
a)

S

V

Od

Subord

S

V

I’

m giving up

work

because

I’

m

N

CONJ

PRON

V

PRON AUX
ADV

V
C(s)

…

tired of the rat race
ADJ PREP ART ADJ

N

…

…
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Subord

b)

S

V

Od

S

V

When

we

got

CONJ

PRON

V

home

we

made

N

PRON

V

…

Od
…

a cup of tea
ART N PREP N

8.

Grammar is just as much present in spoken language as in written
language. There tends to be less subordination in most spoken
language, but this is nothing more than a tendency, and there are
great variations in the amount of subordination in spoken language,
depending on the different users and the different functions of
language. Also, in spoken language, the pressures on the speaker
can interfere with grammatical completeness, but this does not mean
to say that the speaker has no sense of grammar.

9.

It is important not to confuse grammar with logic. Grammar is not, in
itself, inherently logical or illogical.
“I have earache because I read the newspaper.”
is a grammatical sentence whose argument seems to be illogical.
It is also important not to imagine that Standard English grammar is
more logical than the grammar of a non-standard dialect.
“I never saw nothing.”
is not illogical because the sentence uses two negatives.
“I didn’t see anything.”
is not logical because the sentence uses one negative.

References

(a)
(i)

State the part of speech of each of the underlined words
in the sentences below.
(ii) For each of the underlined words write a sentence in
which the word appears as a different part of speech from
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(i)

that used below. After each sentence state the part of
speech you have used.
The tears grow in an onion that would water this
sorrow.
Because he did not work hard enough he failed to
satisfy his master.
The old woman’s only friend has not been here since
Saturday.

(b) In five of the six sentences below there is an error of grammar
or expression. Write out the sentences, correcting the faulty
ones as economically as possible but leaving the correct
sentence in its present form.
(i) There is no doubt that we can reach our target if
everyone will do their best.
(ii) My young sister would have liked to have gone to the
cinema on Friday.
(iii) Accidents due to high speeds often occur on trunk roads.
(iv) I believe Jill is as skilful, if not more skilful than Jack.
(v) The tall farmer who I saw at the fair was buying sheep
and calves.
(vi) You have given less trouble than any candidate in the
examination.
…
(a) Make up seven sentences, each at least seven words long,
using the words underlined below as indicated. Each word
may be used once only.
(i) through as a preposition;
(ii) better as a comparative adjective;
(iii) talking as a gerund;
(iv) much as an adverb of degree;
(v) though as a subordinating conjunction;
(vi) were as a verb in the subjunctive mood;
(vii) litter as a collective noun.
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(a) State the kind and function of each of the clauses underlined in
the following sentences, and then shorten each clause into a
phrase with the same meaning.
(i) When the wind blew strongly, the leaves were torn from
the trees.
(ii) We do not know the date on which he died.
(iii) The sentries reported that the enemy had disappeared.
O-Level, 1962

Leaving childhood behind, I soon lost this desire to possess a
goldfish. It is difficult to persuade oneself that a goldfish is happy
and as soon as we have begun to doubt that some poor creature
enjoys living with us we can take no pleasure in its company.
Using a new line to each, select one example from the above
passage of each of the following:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)
(vii)
(viii)
(ix)
(x)
(xi)
(xii)
(xiii)

an infinitive used as the direct object of a verb
an infinitive used in apposition to a pronoun
a gerund
a present participle
a past participle
an adjective used predicatively (i.e. as a complement)
a possessive adjective
a demonstrative adjective
a reflexive pronoun
an adverb of time
an adverb of degree
a preposition
a subordinating conjunction.
O-Level, 1961
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Bain, R., B. Fitzgerald and M. Taylor, eds. Looking into Language:

What are the structures of the sentences in this text [written out
clearly below]? What are the classes of words used? Which
structures and word classes are hardest to decide about?’
S

The

original

Driza-Bone

ART

ADJ

N

in

the

outback

during

has

the

unique

that

has

made
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Structures
S Subject
Od Direct object
Oi Indirect object

Word Classes
N Noun
V Verb
ADJ Adjective

C(s) Complement to subject

ADV Adverb

C(o) Complement to object

PRON Pronoun

A Adverbial

CONJ Conjunction
AUX Auxiliary verb
MOD Modal verb
ART Article
PREP Preposition
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Carter, R., ed. Knowledge about Language and the Curriculum: the
LINC Reader. Hodder and Stoughton, 1990.
The Cox Committee. English for Ages 5 to 16: The Cox Report.
HMSO, 1988 and 1989.
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HMSO, 1986.
The Kingman Committee. Report of the Committee of Inquiry into the
Teaching of English Language: The Kingman Report. HMSO, 1988.
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Thomas Nelson, 1989.

Chapter Five

Linguistic Diversity and
the Demands of the School
The seven years during which I worked as an English teacher in two
London comprehensive schools showed me how impressive was the
linguistic repertoire of the children I taught. Many of them had skills as
speakers, as storytellers, as improvisers of drama, which I genuinely
admired and wished I had, successful product of a selective academic
education as I was. The English language was, for all of them, a multidialectal reality, in which the language of the home and the street
differed from, and was sometimes in conflict with, the language of the
school. Many of the children, I should also say, were excellent writers.
At the same time, I could not deny that, in conventional academic
terms, too many able children were not gaining the necessary
competence which would give them success in the examinations they
would face at 16: the conventional gateway to post-compulsory and
higher education and to desirable employment. I quickly realised that I
needed to know much more about the nature of my pupils’ linguistic
abilities, their strengths and their weaknesses, in order to understand
better how to help those who, without my help, would not have
succeeded in conventional academic terms by the time they left school.
Out of this desire to know more, I slowly developed a theory and a
practice which, I hope, was effective in giving more children access to
success in academic terms, while continuing to value and extend the
skills as language users which the children brought to school, but which
school had in the past undervalued.
There is much more on this topic in my Four Papers1 in Becoming our
own Experts.
The two pieces in this section are best read in
conjunction with the ‘Four Papers’.

1

http://www.becomingourownexperts.org/node/5
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Dialect in the Classroom
This article appeared in issue 2 of The English Magazine, in autumn
1979.
A bit of autobiography. Five years ago I went to teach English in a
girls’ comprehensive school in south London. At that time about 50%
of the school population was second-generation Jamaican. That figure
has steadily risen to the point where about 80% of this year’s first-year
intake is second-generation Jamaican. The main reason for this trend is
that the traditional white working-class population of Vauxhall and
Kennington, where the split-site school is situated, has increasingly
moved away from the area to the outer suburbs of London or to new
towns. Thus it is that, within a three-mile southerly radius from, say,
Lambeth Bridge, you now get a mixture of the really quite wealthy, and
of those who are as poor as it is possible to be in modern, industrial,
welfare-state Britain.
The really quite wealthy are professional people who decided that if
they were going to live in London they might as well live in London,
and who, starting in the early 1960s, were attracted by the then
relatively cheap price of property in the area, and had the money to buy
houses from private tenement landlords, and then convert them into
single family dwellings or into two or three self-contained flats. As this
tendency developed through the 1960s and into this decade, the price of
houses in the area increased dramatically, so that it is now impossible to
buy property in certain parts of Kennington and Vauxhall unless you are
earning a good deal more than the average teacher does. The Prince of
Wales owns property in the area, including the Kennington Oval and a
rather chic private estate about 300 yards from the upper building of the
school, where he numbers a former prime minister among his tenants.
Somehow, we don’t see many of the children of these people. I suppose
they must go to private schools, or to one or other of the church
voluntary-aided schools in the area.
The children we do see are from the council estates, or from the few
remaining streets of two-up two-down Victorian artisans’ cottages,
many of which are multiply owned by private landlords. These are
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largely the children of parents who came to this country between 1950
and 1965 from the Caribbean, and in the case of this particular district
of south London, very largely from Jamaica. The reasons why they
came are now well known. They came in response to the British
Ministry of Labour’s urgent request for men and women to work the
service industries of British cities, and to do unskilled work in factories.
They were enticed by offers of good pay, decent housing, and the
wonders of the British education system for their children. At the same
time in the Caribbean (and for that matter in India and Pakistan), the
withdrawal of colonial investment was the cause of massive
unemployment, slump, and lack of prospects. They came. They
brought with them, among other things, their language. Fifteen or
twenty years later, a few people in British education are waking up to
the remarkable fact that the people of the Caribbean brought their
language with them when they came, and that that has crucially
important implications for, at the very least, curriculum and assessment
in schools where their children go to learn.

The History of Jamaican Creole
I want to say a few words about the history of Jamaican Creole, because
that’s the Caribbean language I know most about. I don’t suppose there
are many people reading this who would want to describe Jamaican
Creole (JC) as ‘a kind of broken English’. Unfortunately, there are still
plenty of people in quite powerful positions in education who do think
that that is what JC is, even though they’re usually too sensible to say it
in public. Even more unfortunately but more understandably, there are
many Jamaican parents who regard JC as ‘bad talk’ and would think of
an article written by a teacher about the excellence of ‘bad talk’ as the
ultimate piece of sinister hypocrisy. The reason why so many skilled
and expressive middle-generation speakers of JC have such a low
opinion of their language is partly the same reason why many Cockney
or Birmingham speakers regard their speech with such ambiguity. The
reason is the generations and centuries of sociolinguistic conditioning
from the top, which have persuaded many people that certain ways of
speaking are associated with poverty, lack of education, and cultural
limitation, and that a certain other way of speaking is associated with
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social and material success, and an educated understanding of the
world.
The position of JC is one stage more complicated than this, however,
because of the racial history of the island in the last 300 years. For,
having dismissed the idea that JC is ‘broken English’ or ‘bad talk’, we
come to the much more plausible notion that JC is ‘a rather broad
dialect of English’. The word ‘dialect’ is now such a popular term that
it’s almost necessary to define it every time we use it. A definition of
‘dialect’ might be: a variant of a language produced by social or
geographical conditions, with significant distinctions from the other
variants of that language, but maintaining sufficient phonological,
grammatical and lexical similarities with those other variants to be
obviously within the scope of definition of that language. On that
definition, it’s a toss-up whether JC is a dialect of English or a separate
language which has been strongly influenced by English. I would
favour the second description myself, for reasons we shall come to
shortly. Of course, the judgement one finally makes depends on the
sentences one chooses to analyse. If we take the sentence –
Mi a taak wid unnu pickney
– we can recognise the words ‘Mi’, ‘taak’ and ‘wid’ as versions of
Standard English (SE) ‘me’, ‘talk’ and ‘with’ in a sentence which SE
would render as ‘I was talking with you children’ or ‘I am talking with
you children’, depending on context. Then we have ‘unnu’, a word
from the West African language Ibo, meaning ‘you’ in the plural.
‘pickney’ is originally from Portuguese, and means ‘child’ or ‘children’.
JC likes to distinguish between ‘you’ singular and ‘you’ plural in a way
that SE doesn’t bother to any more. The probable reason for this is the
importance of the ‘you’ singular / ‘you’ plural distinction in most of the
West African languages. On the other hand, JC isn’t much worried
about varying its personal pronouns for case or gender (neither are most
of the West African languages), and is quite happy for ‘mi’ to stand as
subject or object first-person-singular pronoun, where SE must
distinguish between ‘I’ and ‘me’. The ‘a taak’ construction to indicate a
progressive verb – ‘am talking’ or ‘was talking’ – is quite different from
any British English progressive verb construction, and probably comes
from Twi, another West African language, where it is an emphatic
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particle meaning ‘it is’ or ‘they are’. JC regards the presence of ‘unnu’
as sufficient indication of the plural, so doesn’t need to inflect ‘pickney’
in this instance, where SE needs to inflect ‘child’ to ‘children’. In a
sentence without the ‘unnu’ clue or any other plural indication, JC
would use the plural form ‘pickney-dem’. Finally, the characteristic
sound system of this sentence when spoken is widely different from any
British English dialect.

West African Languages
There are different individual sources of the various features I’ve
mentioned, but the general truth is that JC is founded on a West African
grammatical and phonological system, to which have been grafted large
amounts of European (principally English) vocabulary, with a wide
range of smaller influences from other sources. There are two main
reasons for this.
First, there were many skilled linguists living in West Africa before the
arrival of the Europeans. The Niger-Congo family of languages
numbers many hundreds, of which the majority have quite small speech
communities. In the fifteenth century, several peoples, each of whose
mother-tongue was different, might be living very close to each other.
As is usually the case with closely related languages, the most
significant distinctions between each language lay in vocabulary. In
terms of sound systems and grammar, the similarities outweighed the
differences. Thus it was common enough for people to speak several
languages besides their mother-tongue, grafting new vocabulary on to a
familiar grammatical base, using a word from the mother-tongue if they
hadn’t learnt its equivalent in the neighbouring language. When the
Europeans arrived, and the necessity for trading communication arose,
it seemed the sensible thing to the leaders of the native peoples who had
to deal with the strangers to take over as much, say, English vocabulary
as possible, in order to understand and be understood. The West
Africans were better linguists than the monoglot island race. Not for the
last time, they performed a major linguistic shift. Thus it was that
English trading pidgins, based on the languages of the Western Sudanic
sub-groups of the Niger-Congo family, were established on the west
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coast of Africa before the Europeans’ superiority in the use of arms and
gunpowder established the slave trade.
The second reason is more familiar. The slave-traders and slaveowners in the Caribbean recognised the danger of allowing over-large
groups of Africans who spoke the same language to remain together.
So they divided and ruled to the point where individual families were
split up and sent to different islands. They forbad the slaves to speak
their own language to those remaining who might understand them.
Such a grotesque ban was presumably impossible to enforce
completely, but nevertheless all the slaves’ utterances to the white man,
or to each other in situations where the white man could or might hear,
had to include elements of the language (and vocabulary is of course
the most obtrusive element) which the master understood and approved.
With wonderful speed, flexibility and skill, the slaves did this, making a
new language out of the most diverse elements in the most appalling
human circumstances. This is the language, remember, that some
people call ‘broken English’.

The Twentieth Century in Jamaica
An express time-train through Jamaican history from the middle of the
seventeenth to the middle of the twentieth century shows the period of
actual slavery giving way to economic virtual slavery. It shows JC
remaining remarkably stable during that time, changing much less than
one might expect of a new language, changing less than that of the
English masters. The rise of SE in England in the eighteenth century,
and the coming of compulsory state education in England in 1870, with
its single-minded admiration of SE and its despair at the intellectual
incompetence of those children who seemed unable or unwilling to
speak it: these important developments had their effect in Jamaica, as
elementary education and then a small amount of fee-paying or
scholarship-entrance secondary education was introduced for black
children. It was quite clear to the educators that the English of the
classroom must be ‘correct English’, and not the ‘country talk’ they
overheard in the fields and the streets. So they enforced this principle,
and children ‘talking bad’ inside the classroom were beaten. I’ve
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already mentioned the effect this has had on many Jamaicans’ view of
their own language.
Beyond education, the twentieth century in Jamaica, as everywhere
else, has seen the rise of bureaucracy, the world of the official and the
clerk, an increased need for things to be managed, approved and
organised, rather than simply done.
The world has got more
complicated. The more closely black people approached the centres of
power, business and administration, the greater the need became to
approximate as closely as possible to the language of the manipulators
of those centres – to the white man’s language. There’s nothing
unusual in that, of course. The same thing happens in any hierarchical
society, whether race intervenes or not.
Hence arose what has come to be known as ‘the Creole continuum’ in
Jamaica, as throughout the Caribbean: a spectrum of language, with full
JC at one end, and full ‘educated’, ‘civil service’ SE at the other. Such
simple models should never be trusted too much, and there are plenty of
minor quirks, oddities and contradictions along the spectrum’s length.
But it’ll do for the minute. Jamaican people found it not just useful but
essential to be able to move back and forth along that spectrum,
depending on who they were talking to, where and for what purpose.
The boy with a good job in an office in Kingston would not speak to his
boss in the same way as he spoke to his mother when he went to visit
her in the country. The girl about to take the Common Entrance
Examination knew that if she passed it, she’d be spending the next few
years, and maybe the rest of her life, on a different part of the spectrum
than if she failed it. Or if she didn’t know it yet, her mother did.
In spite of the imposed sociolinguistic prejudice which we’ve noted
against the Creole end of the continuum, a much healthier and equally
strong counter-instinct prevailed among many Jamaican people, and
survives today in the attitudes of many of the children at the school
where I teach. Whether it’s a result of the extraordinary circumstances
of Jamaican and pre-Jamaican linguistic history, I don’t know. But the
counter-instinct is a respect for range. It recognises that different kinds
of language seem appropriate for different audiences and environments.
It understands the range. And it has a great respect for people who can
operate that range as widely as possible.
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The Language of Black South Londoners
It’s at this point that we come back to the London postal districts of
SW8 and SE11 where we began. It’s also at this point that the spectrum
model becomes more or less useless, because of the intervention of
London vernacular speech (and you can substitute the local vernaculars
of other British cities as appropriate). Jamaican children growing up in
south London take on most, if not all, of the characteristics of the
indigenous speech of the area, and so can no longer be seen as sliding
up and down the single plane of one spectrum, but switching, sliding
and mixing between any of: Jamaican Creole; the British variant drawn
from Jamaican Creole and other Caribbean Creoles, used especially by
young people and sometimes known as British Black English; south
London vernacular (loosely but not quite accurately referred to as
Cockney); and SE. So it’s quite wrong to think of Jamaican or any
West Indian children in British cities speaking one kind of language; in
common with first-, second- or third-generation immigrant groups the
world over, their linguistic situation is very complex, because of the
complex nature of their historical experience. I believe that schools and
teachers have a vital responsibility to recognise, accept and encourage
the language which children bring to school, however complex or
varied it may be, and however it may be different from the language of
the school as an institution or from the language of individual teachers.

Dialect as Part of the Work of the English
Classroom
My own interest in the power, beauty and subtlety of JC was largely
provoked by Brixton Blues, an improvised videotaped play done by a
third-year class of mine [that is, 13- and 14-year-olds] in September
1976, which relies heavily on JC speech forms. [The transcript of
Brixton Blues, with accompanying notes, is the second of the papers
which may be read at http://www.becomingourownexperts.org/node/5.]
That play caused something of a stir in the school, and provoked a
range of responses, from massive enthusiasm on the part of the girls
who watched the videotape, or read and acted out the transcript of the
videotape, to deep suspicion on the part of some staff that this kind of
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thing was going on as part of the curriculum of the school. One of the
play’s most positive effects, in my view, was that it set the precedent
that this very important area of the language range of many of the
children was actually admitted to exist in one small corner of one
subject of the secondary curriculum. The play started a tradition of
dialect plays, poems and stories in English lessons. We didn’t make a
great fuss of it. No one was ever forced to write in dialect, though I
have several times been accused of ‘teaching these children patois’. It
was simply known that those who wanted to and knew how to use
dialect as part of their English work were welcome to.
Here are two examples of the tradition. The poem is by Julie Roberts,
the story by Sandra Herridge.

No Justice
We nah get justice inna dis ya
Babylon.
We h’affee seek ah justice outta
Babylon,
We mus’ return to Africa our
righteous blessed land,
Cause Babylonians’ present system
ah get way outta han’,
Dem always accusing we fah wat
we nevva don’
Trying fe teach WE! right fram
wrang,
We tell dem seh we innocent
but deh dou’t our word,
Dem tek us inna court an’
mek we look absurd,
We try tell dem seh Rasta no tief,
But dey dou’t us still, dem
still don’t beleev!

Mouta Massey
It was the day when the Common Entrance Examination
results were coming out. Most of the people in Sherwood
were hurrying to the Post Office to buy a newspaper. Miss
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May flicked the latch of her gate, stole a last glance at herself
through the glass of her bedroom window and then started her
way to Sherwood crossroads, where the Post Office was. On
her way there she met Miss Maty, one of Sherwood’s
commonest chatter boxes.
Unlike Miss May, who was well spoken and who looked quite
neat, Miss Maty mixed her English with her own Jamaican
way of speaking. She was wearing a pink roll-sleeve blouse, a
yellow pleated skirt, that had banana stain all over the front,
and a kata [a folded cloth] on her head. She was carrying a
bucket of water, but when she saw Miss May she put it down
on the roadside, leaving only the kata on her head. She was
preparing to gossip.
People in the district teased her by saying that the quickest
way to spread news around the place was to tell Miss Maty.
Because of her great liking to exercise her lips, they
nicknamed her ‘Mouta Massey’.
Her excuse for being so nosey was that she lived all by herself
and so, when she gets an opportunity to gossip there wasn’t
any harm in that. But the gossiping lips of Miss Maty often
got her in difficult situations. That morning when she met
Miss May was one of the many occasions.
Miss May

Good morning Miss Maty, how are you this
morning?

Miss Maty

Mi aright May. Wey yuh going?

Miss May

I’m just going to the Post Office to buy a glena
[the Jamaican Weekly Gleaner].

Miss Maty

Eh! eh! Yuh ton big shot ova night. Is only backra
[snobbish people] reading glena nowadays.

Miss May

Don’t be like that Miss Maty, I’m a working
woman and I have all the rights in the world to
read the papers when I want to!

Miss Maty

Sarry Mis May, but mi neva know dat yuh read al
papers. Mi shoudve guessed – anyway, yuh are de
posh type, only chat like mi when yuh angry.

Miss May

I don’t always read the papers, but today is
special, you know, the results of the Common
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Entrance exam are coming out. I wonder if Sonia
passed? She worked hard and the teacher told me
that she have a good chance.
Miss Maty

Tek mi advice, if shi pass nuh mek she goh to the
same school as Jeanie gal Donna. Mi hear dat she
bright in har lessons, but she don’t have any
manners whatsoever. Your pickney will have a
good chance as long as shi nuh mingle wid dat gal.
All shi tink about is ramping an’ enjoying harself.
An’ har poor Muma, boy, sometimes mi heart grief
fi de woman. Yuh know har pregnant sister was
like dat. Every single night ena row shi used to go
dance hall, an’ stay till late. An’ what about
Jeanie’s sister? Mi hear dat shi runnaway from
home… An’… an’....

Miss May

Aright! Aright!!! Aright Miss Maty. Yuh making
yuh mouth fly like cabbage ena put! Cho man!
people dont have no secret in disa place. Yuh
know more bout people’s background than dem
know demselves. I don’t have time to labrish
[gossip] wid yuh! Mi gane!

Miss Maty

Wait fi mi! Mi deh com wid yuh!

Miss May

I do not wish to talk or walk with you Miss Maty.
All a person need to lose their dignity is a bit of
your lips, and anyway I haven’t got time to wait
until you go home and change.

Miss Maty

But mi not going home, mi coming like this.

Miss May

What?! People don’t go to Sherwood crossroads
like that !

Miss Maty

But mi not going to Sherwood crossroads. Mi will
turn back half way, mi upset yuh, so mi will com
and just keep yuh company.

Miss May

It’s really nice of you Miss Maty, but you really
don’t have to.

Miss Maty

But I want to Miss May.

It wasn’t until that moment that Miss May looked down.
‘What are you going to do with the bucket? Miss Maty! Look
at your feet! Them dying to wash! You can’t come to
Sherwood crossroads like that surely. Look how the mud
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peeping from between your toes like peeping tam.’ ‘Oh no! I
forgot to wash off mi feet. Mi slipped in a puddle when mi
was helping up the bucket,’ said Miss Maty.
A sudden, but somehow splendid idea flashed into Miss
Maty’s head. She ran to a nearby banana tree, tore a dry
banana leaf from it and used the water from the bucket, with
the leaf, to wash her muddy feet.
She followed behind Miss May, telling her how sorry she was
for making her lose her temper. She told Miss May that when
she was a little girl her mother used to give her pepper and
rice to stop her from chatting so much. Then she suddenly
confessed that what she told Miss May about Miss Jeanie’s
daughter wasn’t positively true. ‘Mi tink Melva tell mi, mi
not sure, but yuh know she don’t like Jeanie already. They did
fight at pipeside an’ tore off each other’s blouses. It was a
shame to see two grown women going on like dat. Mind yuh,
mi wasn’t there. I went to market, but from what I heard it
was disgraceful,’ remarked Miss Maty.
‘Miss Maty, your lips are drifting again. If Jeanie and Melva
had a fight, that’s none of your business! No wonder people
call you “Mouta Massy”. Anyway, we soon reach Sherwood
crossroads, aren’t you turning back?’ asked Miss May. ‘Mi
reach too far already, soh I might as well come all the way.
Mi will go an’ visit Miss Margaret, we haven’t chat fi ages,’
answered Miss Maty.
When they reached Sherwood Content (another name for the
crossroads) Miss May went to get the newspaper and Miss
Maty wandered off to gossip with a group of women whose
daughters failed the exam. She talked and talked; one by one
the people were leaving. Before long Miss Maty was standing
barefooted, alone and sad on the piping hot Post Office step.
Miss May was nowhere to be seen so Miss Maty went home
sadly.
Sonia did pass the exam and so did Donna. They were both
sent to a nearby school in Falmouth. Both Miss May and Miss
Jeannie were very proud of their daughters. As for Miss Maty,
she continued to be a gossiper and found herself in many other
embarrassing situations.
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The End

The Intervention of Non-Standard Grammar in
Mainstream School Writing
I come now to a more complicated question, and one which is separate
from the matter of the conscious use and enjoyment of dialect as part of
the work of some children, principally in English classes. In spite of
what I’ve said, and believe to be true, about the crucial importance of
accepting and encouraging children’s language as it is, the fact remains
that the whole state education system, and the secondary curriculum in
particular, is predicated on British SE. That assumption works from the
cradle at 5, to – often – the grave at 16. This puts sensitive teachers
into a terrible dilemma, and I include here not just teachers of West
Indian children, but teachers of all children whose language differs
from the prestige dialect in which textbooks are written, which teachers
for the most part use themselves, and by which children’s whole lives
and futures will be judged in public examinations. How do you satisfy
these implacable demands, combined often with the demands of parents
and children themselves to be taught to write the language which is the
key to success in this society, and at the same time maintain your belief
that the acceptance of the child’s language is both ideologically
desirable and pragmatically essential?
First of all we need to dispose of one generalisation which is both
unhelpful and untrue. That is, that children always write the way they
talk. They don’t. There are plenty of children (just as, I expect, there
are plenty of readers of this article for whom it was true when they were
at school) who move from the language they normally speak and
possibly think in, to the language which they shrewdly regard as
appropriate for school writing. It’s called code-switching, and many
children do it without any trouble, do it unconsciously.
However, there are other children, I believe the majority, for whom
code-switching constitutes a problem, an obstacle, a barrier to success.
Somehow, every time they do a piece of writing for a teacher, it comes
back covered in impatient red marks. That’s very discouraging for
them. It’s also discouraging and irritating for the hard-worked teacher,
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conscientiously marking the writing, to find the same ‘mistakes’
cropping up again and again. Why does it happen?
Let’s look at a piece of writing done for me by Pat Cummings two years
ago, when she was in one of my third-year English classes. The
important thing to know about Pat is that she’s always been extremely
school-motivated. She came into the first year of the school in 1974,
finding that reading and writing were hard and problematical activities.
She’s in her fifth year now and many, though not all, of her problems
have been solved.
That has happened largely through her own
determination. She’s never been interested in dialect writing. In the
piece which follows we see a second-generation Jamaican girl, aged 14,
writing Standard English as best she can. The piece is reproduced
exactly as I first received it from her.

At the Night Club
One night I was invited to a night club with some of My
friends. At 11.00 I got ready to go to the night club. My
friends boyfriend pick me up. We got to the night club at
11.30. My friends boyfriend pour me a glass of sherry and left
me all by myself. I stood around doing nothing, no one ask
me for a dance I got so board that I went outside to get some
freshair and came back in. Later on I went into the changing
to get ready to go home. I open the changing room door and I
left it open. then suddenly door slammed so hard that it
frightened the life out of me. I felt so scared, I didn’t want to
go in the hall and asked Someone to stay with me. because it
might sound stupid for me to asked. I stayed and went to the
mirror to put some powder on my face, and as I was putting
some powder on my face I felt a Black shadow coming up to
me then all of a sudden the window slam I felt so scared that I
started to scream. Then a girl came in and calm me down. I
was so scared that couldn’t open my mouth 15 mintues later I
felt much better so I told the girl my story. When I was finish
what I was saying to her. She told me that there was a young
girl who died in this changing room. She said to me the girl
was only in the changing room for 15 minutes ‘was she a nice
girl?’ She was all right I didn’t know her much. I wonder why
she wants to haunt this place.’ don’t aske me because I don’t
nothing.’ how did you feel when the Black Shadow was
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coming up to you’ I felt as if someone was coming up to me
and lean their hand on to me. I felt funny inside of my body’
I think you do not want to say no more about don’t you think
you go home I think I better I hope we meet again.’ ‘Mary
where is tom’ ‘we’ve been looking for you what have you
been it’s a long story let’s get in the car and I will tell you all
about it.
The teacher’s reaction to a piece of writing like this should be: how do I
offer practical help with this? Technically, there’s a lot wrong with it.
Responses like ‘slovenly’, ‘careless’, which are always unhelpful, are
particularly inappropriate here. The story was offered in earnest good
faith. One valid response, it occurred to me, which might help Pat and
me, would be to make an organised list of all the features in the writing
which I might want to comment on, or correct, or bear in mind for
future comment and correction. I did this, and it immediately and
permanently became clear that never again could I do a blanket
correcting job on a pupil’s writing as if all ‘mistakes’ came from the
same source and could be treated in the same way. To begin with, those
features normally regarded as straightforward errors divided quite
definitely into mis-takes in the strict sense, where Pat knew what was
correct but hadn’t managed to transfer that knowledge accurately to the
page, and examples of lack of proficiency in certain written
conventions which mature writers generally regard as being useful.
Presumably that distinction (represented by sections A and B in the list
below) implies a different kind of handling on the part of the teacher
who wants to make a helpful response. More importantly from the
point of view of this article, I found that Pat was producing features in
her writing which represented the grammars of non-standard dialects
which, quite properly, form a part of her language competence. I use
the plural ‘grammars’ and ‘dialects’ because 3. of section C below is
more likely to be a London vernacular influence than a JC influence.
Here is the organised list I made. I’m afraid that it may seem to some
readers to be stating the obvious, but I console myself with the thought
that two years ago the list, once made, together with its implications,
were a revelation to me.
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A. Mistakes in ‘At the Night Club’:
1.

Misspellings:
‘board’/‘bored’
‘mintues’/‘minutes’
‘aske’/‘ask’

2.

Omissions:
‘into the changing (room) to get ready’
‘that (I) couldn’t open my mouth’
‘I don’t (know) nothing’
‘say no more about (it)’
‘don’t you think you (should) go home’
‘what have you been (doing)’

B. Examples of lack of proficiency in written conventions generally
accepted as being useful:
1.

Omission of full stops: e.g. ‘Then a girl came in and calm
me down I was so scared that (I) couldn’t open my mouth
15 minutes later…’

2.

Omission of capital letter at beginning of sentence: e.g. ‘…
came back in. later on…’

3.

Omission of apostrophe: e.g. ‘My friends boyfriend’

4.

Omission of speech marks: e.g. ‘She was alright I didn’t
know her much. I wonder why she wants to haunt this
place.’ (These two sentences are spoken by different
people.)

5.

Omission of question mark: e.g. ‘don’t you think you
(should) go home’

C. Examples of dialect features:
1.

Non-use of SE -ed inflection to signal simple past; use of
context or temporal phrase:
a.

‘My friends boyfriend pick me up’

b.

‘My friends boyfriend pour me a glass’
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2.

c.

‘No one ask me for a dance’

d.

‘I open the changing room door’

e.

‘all of a sudden the window slam’

f.

‘a girl came in and calm me down’; the SE irregular
past form is used (correctly), but the (SE) present is
maintained with ‘calm’, which has a regular past
form.

Use of generalised singular noun form in plural sense:
a.

3.

‘With some of my friend’ (SE: ‘friends’)

Use of double negative:
a.

‘I think you do not want to say no more about (it)’

D. Examples of features which may be related to dialect:
1.

‘I didn’t want to go in the hall and asked someone to stay
with me. because it might sound stupid for me to asked.’
Pat would never use ‘asked’ in either of these contexts in
speech; they are not natural dialect features at all. They
seem to be an over-reaction to an awareness that the ‘-ed’
verb ending represents a frequently occurring distinction
between vernacular speech and school writing.

2.

‘was coming up to me and lean their hand on to me’ It
might be argued that ‘lean’ with the omission of ‘-ing’ is an
inconsistency unrelated to dialect. It is possible, however,
that a preference for the simple present to the ‘-ing’ form in
Pat’s speech means that the distance between ‘was’ and
‘lean’ has caused her to revert to the simple form; ‘was’ is
not powerful enough to influence ‘lean’ at that distance.

I think Pat’s position here is a very common one. There many Jamaican,
Caribbean, and for that matter indigenous London, Birmingham or
Newcastle speakers, who to a greater or lesser extent than Pat are
representing in their writing the grammars involved in the language
they speak. One of those grammars is SE, of course. It’s foolish to say
that Pat is being inconsistent because she sometimes puts ‘-ed’ on the
end of past-tense verbs and sometimes doesn’t. You wouldn’t expect
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her to be ‘consistent’, given the variety of linguistic influences on her,
or, to take the other sociolinguistic view, given that inherent variability
is an element of the dialects of all of us.

A Necessary Myth and a Possible Strategy
What do I think should be done about it? My opinion divides into two
sections, plan A and plan B. Plan A is cloud-cuckooish and Utopian,
but worth mentioning nevertheless. Given that all linguists agree that
all dialects of English are equally efficient, complex and rule-governed
systems, and given that we now understand the historical reasons why
the prestige dialect misleadingly known as SE has achieved its
dominant position, the public examination boards, universities and
other arbiters of linguistic and academic standards should simply cease
to penalise pupils and students who represent, in their writing, features
of the non-standard grammars in the language they speak. If the will
existed for that to happen, it could happen very quickly, and it would be
a radical change indeed. It would certainly make our lives as teachers,
and the lives of our pupils, easier and more successful then they are at
the moment. It would probably raise academic standards generally,
since teachers and learners would have more time and energy to really
engage with knowledge rather than tilt at windmills of standard and
non-standard features in writing.
However, I’m aware that we don’t live in the world of plan A, and that
the educational wind at the moment is blowing away from rather than
towards that world. I’m also aware that plan B, the plan for the real
world, is a compromise, and less than satisfactory in a number of
respects. But I think it’s the best we shall manage.
The first thing is that there should be a policy, understood and agreed
by all the staff in the school, on dialect features in writing. The way to
decide on and implement that policy will vary from school to school,
but a way of starting might be to collect examples of writing done by
several pupils across a range of subjects, and analyse them in a similar
fashion to that which I employed with Pat’s piece. The ideal group of
teachers to do this would represent several major areas of the
curriculum.
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I’m going to stick my neck out and say what I think that policy should
be. Readers may disagree with me about the emphasis, the tone of
voice, or perhaps the timing of what I suggest, but I hope the principle
will be recognised. I believe that up to the end of the third year in
secondary school, teachers should not attempt to standardise nonstandard features in children’s writing. That, of course, assumes that
teachers know the difference between a non-standard feature and a
mistake in the first place. The damage done to children’s confidence
and fluency as writers by the early and sometimes constant rejection of
their language is considerable. And however kind or sensitive the
teacher may be, I think it’s unfair to ask children below the age of 14
who are in Pat’s position to perform an abstraction which most middleclass children are never called upon to perform. Up to the end of the
third year in secondary school, there’s plenty to work on in helping
children to improve their writing in ways not related to dialect.
In the fourth and fifth years of secondary school, if it’s obvious that
some children are producing non-standard features in their writing for
which they will be penalised in examinations, teachers should point out
to them what those features are, and what their standard equivalents are.
That’s also the time when work on dialect and language variety as an
element of language study can be most useful and enjoyable, and link in
with advice of this kind. It may well be that the specific features in
question are rather few in number. The task is often not as frightening
as it sounds; older children are increasingly making reflective
judgements on their language use, and many of them will see the shortterm sense of the advice as regards their performance in forthcoming
exams.
I’m not happy with the previous paragraph. In some way it’s a shoddy
compromise. But in the extremely imperfect educational world where
we work, we have to avoid brutality and ignorance on the one hand, and
(too much) star-gazing on the other.
Thanks to Julie Roberts, Sandra Herridge and Pat Cummings for
allowing me to quote from their writings, and to David Sutcliffe for
several of the insights about the early history of JC.
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Footnote in 2012
I wrote this piece in 1979. The only thing I would change in it now
(and which I did change in subsequent talks I gave and articles I wrote
on the Standard English/language variety question) is the timing I
recommend at the very end. I now think that it’s quite possible to
discuss differences between Standard English and non-standard dialects
or English-based Creoles at an earlier age than 14, without damage to a
student’s self-esteem, and that a good way of doing it – as I do suggest
in this piece – is as part of a sequence of work on language variety. I’m
interested to see that sub-section 3.4 of the current National Curriculum
orders for English at Key Stage 3, entitled ‘Language structure and
variation’, says –
‘The study of English should include, across speaking and
listening, reading and writing…
b.

variations in written standard English and how it differs
from standard and non-standard spoken language’;

– and that the equivalent Key Stage 4 orders are:
‘The study of English should include, across speaking and
listening, reading and writing:
a.

spoken language variation and attitudes to use of standard
and non-standard forms…’

These are good requirements. However, I’m opposed to requirement 5
of the order for speaking and listening at Key Stage 2 –
‘Pupils should be taught the grammatical constructions that
are characteristic of spoken standard English and to apply this
knowledge appropriately in a range of contexts.’
– while agreeing with requirement 6, of which the relevant extract is
‘Pupils should be taught about how language varies…
b.

between standard and dialect forms [for example, in drama,
the effect of using standard or dialect forms]’.
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It seems to me that the difference in emphasis between requirements 5
and 6, as applied to children as young as seven, goes to the heart of the
debate. Requirement 6, and the requirements for Key Stages 3 and 4
which I’ve quoted, envisage teaching about and discussion of dialectal
difference as a part of the curriculum. Requirement 5 mandates a form
of dialectal speech therapy to be applied to individual young children,
which will only cause confusion and possibly do damage.

Language Policy in the Multicultural,
Multilingual School
I gave this piece as a talk on several occasions in 1984 and early 1985,
to audiences around the UK. At the time, I was working as an advisory
teacher for English in the Inner London Education Authority.
There has been substantial debate and disagreement about what should
be the response of schools to the language of black and ethnic-minority
children. A number of positions have been adopted. Black and ethnicminority children must, according to one view, abandon non-standard
forms of English or facility with languages other than English, at least
for the purposes of education, and concentrate entirely on learning to
write and speak standard English, in order to maximise their chances of
success in examinations, of access to post-compulsory education, of
desirable and well paid employment. This view is optimistic about
social mobility; there’s room at the top (or at least in the middle) for
those who succeed in school, it says. It may be realistic about racism;
since black and ethnic-minority children have to face prejudice and
discrimination in any case, let us make as sure as we can that at least
they have conventionally approved credentials.
A second position proposes the same course of action, but for a very
different purpose. According to this argument, black, ethnic-minority
and white working-class children must realise their common identity as
a class, and must learn to write and read Standard English in order not
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to be divided and ruled, in order to challenge inequalities of power,
wealth and knowledge, and eventually in order to transform society. It
is interesting that two such different social intentions produce such
similar classroom intentions.
The third position declares that our language is a crucially important
part of what we are, of our history and our culture, and that schools’
ignorance of or hostility to languages and dialects other than Standard
English is a form of oppression which must itself be challenged and
transformed. Black, ethnic-minority and white working-class children,
it declares, will not overcome the conditions of their oppression by
adopting the very language of the oppressor, but by being strong and
confident in their own voice. Their own voice, whatever it is, has been
marginalised, caricatured, insulted, declared unfit for any reputable use.
It is time that their voice reclaimed its rights. This position has a
similar social intention to the second position, but a quite different
classroom intention.
There are other positions: for instance, a liberal humanist position
which, without radical or revolutionary social intentions, sees the right
of individuals and communities to the maintenance of their own
language, and the responsibility of schools to support that right; and a
black or ethnic separatist position which, despairing of indiscipline or
racism or secularism in state schools, seeks schools exclusively for
Muslim or Jewish or Afro-Caribbean children, and which might have an
approach to language arising out of religious belief or cultural
defensiveness or a determination that separate development will
provide the secure conditions in which traditional teaching methods
will produce better results.

A Practical Proposal – Neither Theoretically
Elegant nor Politically Pure
It is a complicated picture. I want to propose an attitude to the
language and language development of black and ethnic-minority
children which avoids ghettoisation, which values and makes use of
children’s language background and competence, which recognises the
importance of written Standard English. In doing this, it will be
necessary to make suggestions which are neither theoretically elegant
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nor politically pure. Nor do many of the suggestions make claim to
originality. They have been said and written by other people in other
places. Some of the suggestions make no specific reference to black or
ethnic-minority children at all, but apply insofar as those children’s
language, like any children’s language, is affected for better or worse
by the approach to its development which teachers take.
‘Language’, for the purposes of this discussion, certainly means English
or Bengali or Jamaican Creole, but it means a number of other things
too. I think the word has at least three important meanings in the
context of schools, all of which should concern us. It also has a least
one improper meaning, which we should be aware of.

An Improper Meaning of ‘Language’
Its improper meaning first. Over the last 20 years, a successful attack
has been mounted on two closely related ideas which were – and,
despite the attack, still are – widespread in schools. These ideas are,
firstly, that language should be taught to children in separate and
graduating segments, pre-formulated and measurable; secondly, that
those segments correspond closely to grammatical parts of language,
defined (normally) in terms of a grammar of English which, for most
linguists, has long been surpassed as a descriptive tool for the language.
The attack has been informed by two powerful ideas. The first is the
realisation that the learning of language does not happen in separate,
graduating, pre-formulated and measurable stages; mother-tongues
learnt by native speakers, though certainly highly structured systems,
are not amenable to such approaches, based as they are on false notions
of ‘logical’ progression. The second powerful idea is that competence
in the use of language is not the same thing, is not even related to,
having an elegant or comprehensive analytical description of language.
Put plainly, you don’t teach children to be better writers or talkers by
teaching them grammar in advance. The grammar of a language is a
very interesting area of study, but it is not a prerequisite for being a
good writer or talker. Grammar before or, even worse, instead of
experience of language is the cart before the horse.
Despite this, language teaching of the cart-before-the-horse kind has
shown great resistance to the attacks mounted on it. This is mainly
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because it is easy to do, provides great areas of security for teachers and
pupils during the school week, and represents, par excellence, the close
relationship between schooling and control.
Educational publishers, incidentally, have found themselves facing in
two directions about this. On the one hand, their worst fear is to be
seen to be reactionary, out of date, promoting practice which has little
or no intellectual justification clinging to it; on the other hand, the fact
remains that there is still a big market for ‘step-by-step in English’, and
that books of this kind are quickly and cheaply written and produced.
The way out of this dilemma has often been to use the word ‘language’,
with its aura of post-Bullock enlightenment, on the covers of books
whose content has not changed since the 1950s. Thus ‘language’ and
‘language work’ are offered in attractive packages which side-step the
debate in which many teachers have been seriously engaged, about how
children do actually become competent and confident users of
language. That’s the improper meaning of the word in the present
context.
There is no order of priority to the three proper meanings I shall offer.
Each of them has close connections with the others, and if we start in
on one, we are quite likely to find ourselves passing through the
territory of one or both of the others in the course of our investigation.

First Proper Meaning of ‘Language’: Towards
Coherence in our Practice
First of all, ‘language’ means groups of teachers sitting down together
to look at the language going on in each other’s classrooms. Such an
activity starts from or, more likely, will pick up along the way two
dimensions of understanding, both of which include elements of
dissatisfaction with schools as they are at present. The organisational
dimension recognises that schools (secondary schools in particular)
must often look quite incoherent from the point of view of the pupil.
Widely different teaching styles, attitudes to pupil talk, methods of
marking, approaches to reading, definitions of what constitutes valid
pupil response to teacher questions, exist side by side, hour by hour, in
the pupil’s week. Meanwhile, in other respects, a deadening and
repetitive monochrome may prevail; a pupil may be confronted with
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five or six passage-plus-comprehension-questions worksheets in a
single day, and by the time the sixth one comes around, be utterly
contemptuous of, and alienated from, school knowledge because of the
way it has been presented. All this is happening at the hands of people
who have, theoretically, a common aim – the education of the child.
This is not, in itself, an argument for integrated studies, nor does it
suggest that human variety is a bad thing and should be ironed out. It is
a realisation that an understanding of what each other is doing is likely
to increase trust and respect between teachers of different subjects,
having different obligations and preferences, and that there are some
areas – the marking of writing would be one, surely – where a common
decision to act in a particular way, having talked about the matter
openly and thoroughly, must be better than the unexplained
contradictions with which pupils are confronted at the moment.
The other dimension of understanding and dissatisfaction is
psychological. Language and learning are crucial to each other, are
totally intertwined and interpenetrating, and the more we know about
how language works, the more we are likely to know about how
learning happens, and how to help it to happen more effectively.
Unfortunately, language has often been seen as a transparent medium in
which the learning is carried, and learning has been seen as lumps of
knowledge which have simply to be transferred, via language, from one
place to another. Once the knowledge has left the teacher’s mouth, or
the OHP, or the blackboard, it is deposited in pupils’ heads or folders,
where it sits until it is called for. Put as crudely as that, it is clear that
the teacher teaching is no guarantee of the learners learning. Very
often, we have acted as if that were guaranteed. One of the greatest
benefits of teachers looking together at the language of each other’s
classrooms is that that false guarantee is challenged, and we examine
more critically interactions within learning, to get a better idea of those
which are likely to produce successful and enjoyable learning, and
those which are not.
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Second Proper Meaning of ‘Language’:
Schools are Multilingual and Multi-dialectal
places
Secondly, ‘language’ has a meaning to do with the fact that schools are
multilingual and multi-dialectal places. This has always been true,
although more obviously true in some places than in others. Today,
many of our schools contain pupils who have access to a wide variety
of languages and dialects. The highly prized ability to speak a foreign
language, and the enormous efforts of modern-languages teachers to
produce young people who can communicate in French or German or
Spanish, are thrown into a new light when we see six-year-olds
switching between English and an Indian language (or two), easily,
appropriately, without giving much conscious thought to it; or when we
seen nine-year-olds reading and translating into Greek, for the benefit
of their grandparents, items from an English newspaper.
I take it as axiomatic that we should admire what children like these are
capable of doing. Often in the past, we have not been sufficiently
admiring or supportive of their achievement. We have taken it for
granted, assumed that, because such ability comes from the home or the
street, it isn’t our business, or we have undervalued it because, in our
eyes, the children haven’t had to work for it. The only worthwhile
learning, our training has told us, is arduous and difficult.
Negative judgements about what children can do with language are
probably less frequent and less damning in the area of bi- or
multilingualism than in the matter of dialect. Many teachers see it is
their responsibility to encourage or force children to speak in the style
associated with success as they, the teachers, perceive it, and as other
powerful forces, such as employers, are said to perceive it. Under the
apparent – and usually sincere – benevolence of this intention (we all
want our children to do well), we become the transmitters of messages
which say that, to the extent that our children’s mother-tongue differs
from Standard English pronounced in the accent of a white middle-class
southerner, is inadequate, inappropriate or incorrect. And it comes as a
great shock to be told that a form or a sound that we always thought of
as wrong or rough is simply somebody else’s. Engendering enormous
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heat in the argument, underlying it really, are the facts about class in
Britain. It’s very difficult for us not to make instant and persistent
judgements about the quality or intelligence of a person on the basis of
the way he or she speaks, rather than on the basis of what he or she
says, because class divisions and suspicions have been, and to a great
extent still are, deeply rooted in British society.
Again, I take it as axiomatic that schools and teachers have a vital
responsibility to value and celebrate the dialect of the child’s
community and culture. Deciding what the dialect is will not always be
simple. Some children have access to two or three and will move
between them or use mixtures of them, as a result of often unconscious
decisions made in context.
A 15-year-old may, depending on
circumstance, move between a Caribbean French patois, Standard
English, Cockney and London Jamaican. Multilingual children use
dialects too. Many of the Bengali-speaking children in London schools,
instance, speak a dialect of the language different from the Bengali of
printed books. (And in both these examples, there are doubts about
whether, in strict linguistic terms, the use of the word ‘dialect’ is
correct; Jamaican Creole, most linguists agree, is a language which has
been heavily loaded with English vocabulary, rather than a dialect of
English; many linguists would say that Sylheti, the form of Bengali
spoken by most London-based Bangladeshi people, is a language
closely related to Bengali, not a dialect of Bengali.)

Language Diversity and the Place of Standard
English
Those two bold statements involving the word ‘axiomatic’ are one
prong of the dilemma. The other prong is represented by the fact that
written Standard English has immense power and prestige in Britain in
the world today, and that mass communications have seen to it that
Standard English is disseminated everywhere. We have a dialect of
literacy, you could say. The further responsibility I would want to add
to the first two is that we should help our pupils towards a fluent grasp
of the dialect of literacy, of written Standard English. At first glance, it
may seem that the two prongs of the dilemma are mutually exclusive.
Surely you’ve got to go for one or the other, haven’t you? I would
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argue that not only are the two prongs not exclusive, they’re actually
complementary. Children whose mother-tongue is not Standard English
are more likely to be helped to write Standard English in the context of
information about why it is there, about why a variety of forms are
available depending on who you are and where you are, than in a
climate of ignorance of or hostility to their mother-tongue. In fact, an
examination of more than a century of the relationship between
schooling in Britain and pupils whose mother-tongue is a non-standard
dialect or a language other than English makes one thing clear: by
ignoring or being hostile to mother-tongues other than Standard
English, schools have contributed to, not alleviated, academic failure.
Where are the resounding successes is to be noted in schools which
have operated a policy of ‘Don’t bring your language here’? They
don’t exist.
So, how do we create an environment which both supports children’s
mother-tongues and recognises the importance of written Standard
English?
We should not try to standardise children’s speech, in the sense of
engaging in dialectal speech therapy on individuals. It very probably
won’t work, and it will certainly be taken by children, however nicely
we put it, as a negative judgement on themselves. Before you dismiss
this opinion as hopelessly idealistic or, worse, hypocritical, coming as it
does from someone who obviously has full command of spoken
Standard English, let me ask you to wait just a few minutes until I come
to talk about the study of language itself, where I think we can resolve
the problem.
Those children who have access to, and want to use, a non-standard
form of English, or another language, as a conscious part of their work,
should be encouraged to do so, and made to feel the possessors of an
enviable ability rather than the inheritors of a linguistic defect. In the
secondary school, English and drama are likely to provide the best
opportunities for this.
In the primary school, we should not attempt to standardise the (usually
very small) number of non-standard features which intervene
unconsciously in some children’s mainstream school writing. The
damage done to children’s confidence and fluency as writers by the
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early and sometimes constant rejection of their language is
considerable. And there is plenty to work on in helping children to
develop their writing in areas not related to dialect. That statement, of
course, assumes that teachers know the difference between a nonstandard feature and a conventional error in the first place.
At some point in the secondary school, if it is obvious that some pupils
are continuing unconsciously to produce non-standard features in their
writing, teachers should point out to them what those features are, and
what their standard equivalents are. At what point? The hardest
question. The difficulty with any attempt to say, ‘Now,’ is that it
ignores the fact that learners mature at different rates, are capable of
acts of objectivity at different times. I have met 12-year-olds ready and
anxious to talk about dialect differences, and 15-year-olds who did not
perceive dialect differences as differences when I pointed them out. So
the decision about exact timing, as so often, must rest with the teacher,
whose intuition and knowledge of a learner’s development is likely to
be shrewder than a blanket statement got from a talk or a book.
The parallel to the non-standard feature in the language of learners of
English as a second language is what some linguists and writers on the
subject have called the interlanguage feature – a legitimate but
temporary stage in the acquisition of the second language from the
context of the first. The experience of teachers and researchers who
have studied learners who use interlanguage features is parallel too: an
attempt to extirpate such usage by repetitive correction is likely to be
not just unsuccessful but undermining, and it is very largely through
experience of the target language that children learning English as a
second language eventually come to understand differences between
their first and second language, and to demonstrate that understanding
in speech and writing.
It’s worth saying, since all of this is a knot in the argument which
habitually detains people and assumes a very large significance, that
what we all doing nearly all the time is not teaching Standard English
as Standard English, but teaching English as English, and that by far the
most important task for us is to decide what we need to know and do as
teachers of writing to foster writers who are competent and confident in
their own voice, whatever their linguistic and dialectal background.

!
306
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019

Third Proper Meaning of ‘Language’: the Study
of Language Itself
The most valuable way I know of linking positively the great variety of
linguistic competence in our classrooms with the importance of written
Standard English forms my third proper meaning of ‘language’. It’s
where I think we can resolve the problem I posed a minute ago, when I
said I was against dialectal speech therapy as applied to individuals,
while still recognising that some powerful forces in the outside world
are likely, however unreasonably, to be prejudiced against people who,
however occasionally, use non-standard features in their spoken
English. This third proper meaning of ‘language’ takes us back to the
debate I sketched at the beginning about language learnt through
experience or via separate and graduating abstract segments presented
in drills and exercises.
One of the most frequently heard voices in this debate has been the
voice which says, ‘All right, I take the point. I’m fed up with those old
drills and exercises anyway. But what do I do instead?’ That’s an
absolutely legitimate question. You’ve been teaching in a certain way,
using certain books and materials, because you thought that was your
job and because those books and materials were there in the stock
cupboard. It’s been fairly dull, but at least the children have been
engaged in something, and some of them actually seemed to enjoy it.
Now some clever individual tells you it’s all a waste of time. What’s
the alternative?
The alternative is the study of language itself. It can lead to work that
is more varied, more enlightened, more enjoyable, involving children in
more interaction, more reflection on their own experience, and offering
them extensions and parallels to that experience which have historical,
geographical and sociological angles to them. It can provoke activities
where children talk and listen, read and write, tape, role-play, analyse,
think, where they work individually, in pairs, in groups, as a whole
class, or in combinations of those four. In the course of a part of this
work, in which language variety can be studied – variety both within
English and as between English and other languages – we can explicitly
look at examples where Standard English forms differ from nonstandard forms. It’s terribly important to make the point, at the
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beginning, that all speakers of English share a huge common ground of
vocabulary and grammar, and that the points of difference are
occasional, although they are likely to be highlighted because of that
very fact. Of course, the specific points of difference will themselves
vary depending on which part of the country we are in; a Geordie
speaker’s occasional use of non-standard forms will differ from a
Londoner’s. Once children understand something about the reasons
why dialectal variation exists, it’s much easier for us to encourage the
use of spoken Standard English in contexts where it’s expected and
appropriate.
I’m doing a hard sell on language study here, I know. It sounds
optimistic as it stands. There are traps to avoid. I’ve mentioned
publishers’ spurious imitations already: a book with a nice glossy cover,
multicultural scene, title Looking at Language Now, chapter 1: ‘100
Common Nouns’. If children are pacified by books of this kind, if we
can actually walk into a room, hand out a set and get them to do the
exercise at the end of chapter 1, finished off for homework, they may
well object to the inconvenience of being asked to think about language
in a different way, to read more extensively, write more continuously,
discuss an issue (like dialectal variation) together. Life may become
more difficult for a while. Another danger to avoid: we’re not
attempting to turn children into mini-linguists. Lectures from the front
on discourse analysis or West African Creoles will not receive higher
degrees of attention than we’d be entitled automatically to expect to
lectures from the front about anything else. That is, the teacher talking
to the class is one, and only one, of the methods by which children
learn. And I hear voices at the moment who want to claim for modern
linguistics an authority which would take us straight back to the old
drills and exercises in new clothes. ‘Get your linguistic model right,’
they say, ‘and go in there and teach it. It was just that we had an
inadequate description of language before.’ The old description,
inherited from the public schools in the late 19th century (and they
themselves having inappropriately borrowed it from the study of
classical languages) was certainly inadequate. If, however, we abandon
what we know about the need for learners to be active, about the range
of contexts in which they learn, about collaboration and talk, about the
way learners bring their own experience to the learning process, in
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favour of an authoritarian pedagogy in the guise of new linguistics, we
shall be no further forward.
Assuming that we can avoid that trap, the study of language offers us a
way of giving pupils reasons for the celebration of the variety in
language and a more objective awareness of dialect differences; of
helping them to feel proud of their mother-tongue and enthusiastic
about becoming literate in (Standard) English. It offers us a chance to
investigate together, among other things: why languages and dialects
exist; the wealth of languages in the world and the connections between
them; how people came to write; the history of English, including the
emergence of Standard English and the status of English now as a
world language; the connection between language and class; the effect
of the mass media on attitudes to language; matters like style and
register; how babies learn to talk; the language of the street and the
playground – jokes, rhymes, games, the whole of oral culture; and, in
the course of doing this, to introduce our pupils to literature which
represents the multi-dialectal nature of English and to show something
of the role of literature in other languages and cultures.

Taking Full Advantage of the Linguistic
Diversity of our Schools
I have a few further suggestions about taking full advantage of the
linguistic diversity of our schools. We need to know who speaks what,
and what kind the ‘what’ is – remembering the Bengali/Sylheti
example. We could do that by organising a survey, updated yearly,
which parents are informed of and involved in from the start, of the
languages and dialects spoken by children and teachers in the school.
The results of this survey should be presented as evidence of resources
which the school is privileged to have within its walls.
What I have to say about the learning of English as a second language
and community-language maintenance is not original or personal; it
more or less represents the official position of my employer, the Inner
London Education Authority, and a number of other local authorities.
The small proportion of children in our schools who speak English
hardly or not at all will need some initial specialist teaching. As soon
as possible, they should be introduced to mainstream classrooms, where
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they will benefit most from a mixture of interaction with native
speakers of English and collaboration with other speakers of the same
mother-tongue, particularly if, in the latter case, they are working with
children who are more fluently bilingual than they. There used to be a
belief that developing bilingual children should be discouraged from
using their mother-tongue in school, because it would confuse them in
learning English. We now know that this isn’t true. Children who are
already or who are becoming bilingual are actually helped to be fluent
in both languages if they feel that the school welcomes their ability, and
encourages them to make connections between their first language and
their second. Supporting this attitude to linguistic diversity should be
the presence of community languages and dialects on display in the
school, in the literature in classrooms and in the library, as well as
material in English which represents those literatures and cultures.
Bilingual children should be encouraged to demonstrate their ability as
one of the classroom’s resources, for instance in drama or exhibited
writing.
Class teachers in primary schools and mainstream English and other
subject teachers in secondary schools will need, and should be entitled
to have, the advice, support and best of all the physical presence of
teachers of English as a second language in their classrooms, at least
some of the time.
In some primary schools, teachers, pupils and parents are making
bilingual books of stories, usually traditional stories from the
community. This is a marvellous way of drawing on the community’s
knowledge and culture, of involving parents in schools, and of
developing children’s ability in both languages. More schools need to
try this kind of co-operation.
A few secondary schools are providing courses, including examination
courses which speakers of community languages – and any other
interested pupils – can follow. This development needs expansion and
encouragement, as do the voluntary language classes organised by the
communities themselves, as well as those run by local authorities.
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In Conclusion…
I want to finish by returning to our first proper meaning of ‘language’.
What I earlier called ‘groups of teachers sitting down together to look at
the language going on in each other’s classrooms’ is, of course, the
grassroots form of language across the curriculum. That phrase, at its
best, means teachers and schools asking themselves critical questions in
a spirit of trust, and deciding to act coherently, though not necessarily
uniformly, as a result. All the topics and activities I’ve mentioned,
whether they have specific relevance to black and ethnic-minority
children or whether they are concerned with all children as learners,
should take their place as part of a language policy which has real
practical meaning in the lives of everyone who teaches and learns in a
school.

Chapter Six

Language and Learning
across the Curriculum
Making it Happen: Teacher as
Researcher
This piece was first given as a talk at the June 1981 conference of the
Language in Inner-City Schools network. (For a brief description of
Language in Inner-City Schools, see the introduction to the first piece
in Chapter 8.) In autumn 1982, the piece appeared in issue 10 of The
English Magazine, changed only in its first sentence in order to address
a readership rather than an audience. It makes the case for teachers to
become researchers in their own classrooms. In doing so, it refers to
the work which a group of us did at Vauxhall Manor School between
1974 and 1979, which led to the collection of papers called Becoming
Our Own Experts1 , already referred to in the introduction.
Most readers of The English Magazine are teachers of one kind or
another, as I am. If I had to reduce this article down to a one-sentence
slogan, it would read: we can all become better practitioners and
theoreticians in our trade, by looking attentively at the processes which
go on in our classrooms.
That may sound an innocent enough
statement, a modest enough intention, until you actually transplant it
into the rocky ground of schools and classrooms. There, what seemed
innocence is construed as insidious conspiracy, and modest tasks
become immense labours. Schools can be the meeting grounds of
ideological conflicts which are the more confusing because the
ideologies are often submerged beneath assumption and habit. The
most potent ideologies are implicit, not explicit. Getting through the

1

http://www.becomingourownexperts.org/
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week, term, year is a prevailing motivation, and even a clean-cut
disagreement, with space around it for people to really know what they
think, is a luxury. Although teaching is a profession in which it is quite
possible to be idle and get away with it, the sad equation is that if you
try to do a conscientious job for all your pupils, you are automatically
heavily overworked. In these circumstances, calm, well tailored advice
from the arrived, suggesting that the journey was not problematical and
is at any rate done, is not what is wanted. Something of the mess and
the difficulty should still be sticking to any reflections on experience,
and I would like to identify myself solidly with anyone who finds the
day-to-day business of working in schools fraught with dangers and
disappointments, and often feels that ‘looking attentively at the
processes which go on in our classrooms’ is the same as aiming
haplessly at a shimmer of moving targets.

The Language Industry
A statement about language must take its place these days as part of an
industry. There is now a galaxy of books, articles, collections of
papers, courses about language. The purpose of nearly all of them will
be to expound and exemplify the text that runs: ‘Language is crucial to
all learning. The more we understand about language, the more we
shall know about how learning takes place, and how to help it to take
place more effectively.’ It is true that there are a good number of
publications in the industry which purport to be about language, and are
nothing of the kind, but that is inevitable with any going concern.
Language, to change the metaphor, has some of the qualities of an
undemanding kind of religion. Allegiance to the central text is
important, but within this broad church there is room for many an
individual interpretation and particular emphasis of belief.
The danger with any idea which becomes a cause is that people and
organisations who want to articulate a response to the challenge of the
new idea, to get something under their belts on the language question,
will, honourably and dutifully, convene committees, hold meetings,
resolve certain things, make their own small pile of print, and – that
will be that. On to the challenge of the next idea. Meanwhile, in
classrooms, has very much changed?
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The predominant answer must be: not so far. A few schools, or more
usually individuals within a few schools, have tried to understand truly
what investigating the language of their own classroom actually means.
Even more occasionally, policies have been negotiated whereby a
whole school agrees certain principles and courses of action, and then
carries them through. (The carrying through is the problem. Plenty of
policies have been written.) But in most places, if language ever made
an appearance on the bill of fare, it now has the unmistakable flavour of
stale cheese. It’s something that the 1970s were concerned about.
So I’ve arrived at a contradiction in my own argument. How can you
have, at the same time and in the same place, a language industry and
stale cheese? Somebody must be buying the books, going on the
courses. There are at least two reasons for the contradiction; here are
the two which seem to me most important.

Doing, Advising and Thinking
First, the structure of education reflects the wider world. There are
many who do, some who advise and organise, a few who theorise and
think. The habit of thought which understands that the activities of the
few operate at a higher and more admirable level than the activities of
the many is the natural habit of our society. It’s hard to think otherwise,
and even if you do achieve such a mental reorientation, powerful actual
realities like the pay structure, and the hierarchy of prestige which
proceeds from that, will force you towards a hypocritical position.
Once a particular station in the educational pyramid is taken up, certain
natural attitudes and even phraseologies come with it. 35 hours and
200 children a week, no office of your own, cardboard boxes carried
from one room to another: such conditions produce an impatience with
high theory, with tablets of stone carried from the mountain. We sat
one morning in the staff room, and one of us, a nice man and a good
teacher, noticed in the newspaper that Piaget had died. ‘Well,’ he said,
‘I’ve always been grateful for the help he gave me with 4C.’ We all
laughed; it was ten to nine and we had a job of work to do. Meanwhile,
in another part of the wood, under quieter conditions and at a later hour
in the morning, a group of occupants of another station in the
educational pyramid is meeting. One of them can be heard saying,
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‘What we really need to get the teachers to see is that…’ Recently,
they’ve been trying to get the teachers to see that language is crucial to
all learning, and that the more we understand about language, the more
we shall know about how learning takes place, and how to help it to
take place more effectively; at least, the more enlightened among them
have. What hasn’t been understood, or if glimpsed has been shied away
from, is that the structure within which knowledge is communicated is
as important as the content of the knowledge itself. The structure
which persists at the moment is conducive to a property-stricken
relationship between thinking and doing. Looked at one way, it is quite
clear that a job which involves trying to help 30 young learners move
from one position of information or understanding or skill to another,
more advanced position, and trying to do that with several differing
groups for about 38 weeks a year, is a job calling for the highest level
of intellectual concentration, imagination and stamina, quite regardless
of any circumstantial difficulties, and forgetting about the other virtues
required. But every possible incentive – pay, working conditions and,
most of all, prestige – is made available to lure workers away from the
job in the classroom, with the disastrous effect that those left there feel
that, in the educational division of labour, they are hewers of wood and
drawers of water. The encouragement of an enthusiastic middle
management, exhorting the labourers and look up from their burdens
and count their blessings, is one reason why you can have a language
industry and stale cheese in the same place at the same time.
There is an important paradox in this portrait, however. We shall come
to it later.
The second reason lies with the teachers themselves, with me, with us.
It is quite possible to assent to certain major propositions, and still find
it difficult or impossible to implement them. You may have read about
the importance of talk in learning, been on a course which told you that
group work is a good idea, or had it pointed out to you that we know
very little about how children’s writing develops, and that our responses
to writing are often crude in the extreme. You then have to go and do
something about that. That’s when the frightened, slightly sick feeling
comes. Will there not be chaos if you try to build extended, organised
talk into your regular teaching? If you move furniture around to make
groups possible, another teacher, or even the school keeper, will move it
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back. How can you possibly make any more than the most perfunctory
response to children’s writing, given the time and numbers? It would
be naive and wrong to suggest that the answers to these questions can
simply be found in a firmer grasp of the language issues involved, or in
redoubled personal commitment. The answer to the first question,
about talk, includes the sociological understanding that children,
certainly by the time they go to secondary school and often long before
that, have firmly conditioned ideas about what constitutes ‘work’, and
are likely to see any departure from those ideas as weakness to be
exploited. The answer to the second question, about groups and
furniture, involves considerations of school politics with a small p.
Certain styles of classroom management need to be seen to be
acceptable and valid, even if they are not adopted by the whole staff.
The third question, turning on the variables of time and numbers, takes
us straight away to Politics with a large P. If the government decides to
spend less money on education, and that includes having fewer
teachers, the teachers’ responses to children’s writing or to anything
else will necessarily become more perfunctory. Language does not
occupy an ideological vacuum. It occupies a fraught, mundane arena.
To be persuaded of the value of an idea, do decide to do it even, is one
thing; to make it happen is another.

The Pyramid Model
In the unease of that gap is our beginning. Let us consider here the
paradox I mentioned. That paradox is that the hewers of wood and
drawers of water, by which I mean the people in direct contact with
children over the learning process, are, whatever the odds against them,
the most legitimate theorisers about language and learning in
classrooms. What is theory? Theory is the generalisation from and
distillation of recent and relevant experience. Theory consists of an
attitude which prepares us to understand future experience in a certain
way. Without theory, our experience cracks up into anecdote and
routine. But the only theory which will mean anything is one drawn
from the actual, from what we have seen and done. If theory means an
imposed template of academic categories, it is quite likely, however
benevolent its intentions, to be dumped by the teacher as excess
baggage. That sort of theory is the sort by which many academic
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institutions and individuals attempt to convince themselves that they are
having an influence on educational reality in classrooms, even if at
some remove, whereas in fact they are inhabiting a sealed system with
its own climate (and relative to schools it’s a pretty temperate climate),
its own rationale and justification ready to hand, its own everyday
reality of the latest book, the latest controversy, the latest idea to be
championed or challenged. If you were to draw a diagram to try to
represent the presumed influence of that kind of theory, the obvious
model would be the pyramid that I mentioned earlier. At the top of the
pyramid a small number of select individuals are tipping buckets of
elixir into the fabrics of the pyramid, and hoping that it will seep down
through the cracks and interstices of the structure, until it actually wets
the foundations of the structure, which, like foundations everywhere,
are subject to a number of equal and contradictory stresses.
Unfortunately, two things happen to the elixir en route. The first is that
large amounts of it get soaked up by the interest of the upper strata,
where the stresses and contradictions are less urgent. The second is that
the very shape of the structure affects the way by which those supposed
to benefit most from the elixir actually perceive it. Knowledge doesn’t
look the same at the bottom as it looks at the top. At the bottom,
knowledge is judged by different, often harsher, criteria.
You can take the model one stage further when describing conventional
research. What happens then is that some of the select individuals climb
all the way down the pyramid to the bottom, where they spend time
observing what’s going on, before re-ascending to the top of the
structure, where, after reflection which can sometimes go on for years,
they pour another little bucket of elixir into the fabric… Meanwhile, in
the foundations, the groaning is unabated. That’s what I mean by a
poverty-stricken relationship between thinking and doing: a structural
naivety where the waste is very great, and which is the reason why
things don’t change faster than they do.
In passing, there are long-term macro-solutions to this dilemma. They
may not happen in any of our lifetimes; in fact, trends at the moment
are in the opposite direction. Institutions of teacher education and
research must come out of universities and be based on schools. The
‘hidden curriculum’ whereby the people most in need of reasonable
workloads, generous working conditions, opportunities for thought, are
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the ones who get the least of them, must be reversed. The grotesque
incentives to leave the classroom must be stopped. But that is high talk,
and it won’t get us very far next week.

What Can We Do Next Week?
What can we do next week? I think it is possible to fly in the face of
the prevailing wind, and perhaps I could make a few suggestions about
doing it.
The most important thing of all is a group of people who trust each
other. Looking critically at our own classrooms involves a great
amount of self-exposure and vulnerability. You have to be prepared to
admit that you did something wrong, that you missed opportunities; you
have to be prepared to reveal the things which embarrass you about
your classroom, as well as the things you’re proud of. Actually, when
people do trust each other, they often become generous to a fault; and
you sometimes need an outside person with a bit of an edge to their
comments about what you’ve been doing, in order to avoid selfindulgence. The group of us who worked together, studying children’s
language and particularly talk at Vauxhall Manor School between 1974
and 1979, had such a person in Rachael Farrar, who was the director of
the ILEA [Inner London Education Authority] Oracy Project. She was
superbly skilled at driving the enquiry one stage further just when we
were patting ourselves on the back at having produced such an
interesting piece of talk, or drama, or whatever. We got a great deal
further, faster, than we would have done without her. But the trust was
the crucial thing in the first place.
It may sound mundane, but I think meeting regularly is important. We
used to meet once a week after school, even if there was no agenda.
Sometimes people would just read, or transcribe tape, or write. The
fact that we were doing it together gave a kind of coherence to the
enterprise, which it wouldn’t have had if we had met more occasionally,
and we would share things that we’d brought from our classrooms, even
if they were in a rough-and-ready state. So tapes didn’t need to be
transcribed before they were worth listening to, and a lot of sessions we
had were inconclusive. We spent a whole term, right at the beginning
of the enterprise, just looking at video of each other’s lessons which
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one of us had made on the school’s portable reel-to-reel video tape
recorder. Quite often, our reactions to what we saw were very vague.
We didn’t really know, to begin with, what we were looking at.
It was an enormous bonus to us that, right from the start, the group
represented several major areas of the curriculum. Some of the most
instructive extended talk we studied came from chemistry and
commerce. So we got away from that problem about English teachers
telling the others what to do. And we also engaged straight away with
questions which English teachers are apt to avoid, like: how do you
square the central role of talk in learning with the requirements of
factually dominated subjects?

We Must Become Our Own Experts
We used to have a phrase, ‘We must become our own experts.’ That
sounds rather cocky. We didn’t mean that everything that has ever been
written about education or language or learning was of no use to us.
Nor were we all planning to become academic linguists or
psychologists. We meant that the process of understanding about
language and its role in learning needs to start from the needs that the
teachers themselves, ourselves, perceive. If teachers perceive a need,
sense a problem, get excited about a possible way forward, you’ve got a
start. It may be that certain books will be useful later. But I think that
if you start from theoretical formulations, however enlightened, you
won’t get very far, because it’s the old model with the buckets of elixir.
We found certain texts valuable, in particular Douglas Barnes’s book
From Communication to Curriculum [1976]; Language, the Learner
and the School [1974]; Peter Trudgill’s book Accent, Dialect and the
School [1975]; and perhaps more than anything the work of George
Kelly [especially his book A Theory of Personality, 1963], but we
emphatically did not start from there. That work helped to confirm and
generalise what we had discovered already, and what we had
discovered already had come from the pupils.
Our relationship with the pupils, what we were doing with them in the
classroom, and what we were finding out for ourselves every Thursday
afternoon after school, were intimately connected. I’ve already tried
one model of research to do with pyramids. Let me try another.
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Conventional research involves a long, high parabola, which goes from
the place where the research was done, through time and space a long
distance to the place where the research has some effect. The kind of
research that we were doing involved short, local hops, frequent
intersections between ourselves the teachers and ourselves the
researchers. And when I say ourselves the teachers, I should add that in
the most successful moments of our group’s work, the children always
taught us more than we taught them. I’ll give one example of the
connection between teaching and research.
A third-year class of mine [that is, children aged 13 and 14] performed
in 1976 an improvised play which relied very heavily on Jamaican
Creole speech forms. Their play taught me a lot about Jamaican
Creole, and made me think about the relationship between non-standard
dialects of English and the language demands of the school. I could
have gone to linguists expert on Creoles, had I known they existed in
1976, and found out from them that Creoles are well formed, rulegoverned linguistic systems. But finding that out for myself made it a
different kind of knowledge, not just an amateur version of what I could
have read in the books. Cassidy and Le Page’s Dictionary of Jamaican
English [1967] was jolly useful in giving me a great deal of linguistic
information which I needed, but because the pupils had taught me
something before the linguists, I had knowledge with impetus in it.
About two months after the play was performed, the girl who was the
main character in it, the driving force, one of the most troublesome and
talented children I’ve ever met, came into an English lesson at the head
of the class, sat me down, and informed me that the pupils were about
to teach each other to read, because, she said, ‘Some of us in this class
can’t read very well, and there’s only one of you and 30 of us.’ For four
weeks after that, until the girl was removed from the school as being
too disruptive for the institution to handle, I had the astonishing sight,
for an hour and a half a week, of seeing 15 pairs of heads, perfectly
matched for social and academic compatibility, teaching each other to
read. Something which might be called research, the play which led to
the work which I subsequently did on Jamaican Creole and the
relationship between non-standard dialects and the school curriculum,
came bouncing back to me before I’d even written anything down, in
the shape of a transformed attitude on the pupils’ part to the possibility
of something meaningful happening in their English lessons. The
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teaching and research, the learners and the teacher, made a kind of
interpenetrating whole where things changed because things belonged
to each other.

A Couple of Hazards
Before I get too euphoric, let me mention a couple of hazards which
may await anybody who tries to investigate the language of their own
classrooms. Early in the work that our group did at Vauxhall Manor
School, it was amazing how many people advised us to stop what we
were doing, and do something else. Some of those people were frankly
our enemies, and their intentions were destructive. So as soon as we
called ourselves the Talk Workshop Group, we were told that we
needed writing workshops as well. When, in a moment of selfcriticism, we said our work lacked a linguistic dimension, it was
reported that we were at last admitting our mistake in not teaching
about punctuation. But there were people who were our allies, too, who
tried to make us adjust our activities to fit into moulds which they
found more convenient or immediately comprehensible.
Another hazard comes when you’ve been working for a while, and
people get to hear about you. Some of them then start to try to assign
you your place in the academic consolation, as a minor star, of course.
They say, approvingly, ‘In fact, what you’ve really done here is what
so-and-so has been working on in such-and-such a place.’ And you nod
weakly. Of course there’s nothing wrong with drawing connections.
But connections are often drawn to try to make you safe territory, and in
that process the texture of the experience from which you have come is
lost.
The worst hazards, however, are in yourself. There are times when you
stare at videotape, or a transcript, or writing, and you ask yourself,
‘Well, is there anything here at all?’ And for a while you lose your
nerve. Or there are periods when you’re over-impatient for answers,
when there may be no answers. In any case, sometimes questions are
more useful than answers. You can go straight from some questions to
action, without the need for answers, because the identification of the
right questions carries within it implications for your behaviour as a
teacher which will change you more effectively than answers will.
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Answers are limited, change from time to time and situation to
situation, but some questions are permanent.
I think we should not get too dispirited when our theory and practice
don’t exactly match. I spend most of my life trying to get them
anywhere near each other, like magnets with the same orientation.
When it does happen, it’s a golden moment. But we’re not failures if it
doesn’t happen all the time. The getting them close to each other is the
hardest and most worthwhile struggle.
I want to conclude by putting one item on the agenda for possible
consideration. That is, that we look at structures with the same kind of
attention that we have previously brought to products and processes.
There will always be good tapes, thought-provoking pieces of writing,
intriguing examples of children approaching texts. I often have a sense
of those things as salvaged artefacts, grabbed from the breathless haste
and confusion of our everyday lives. Once we have agreed, for
instance, that a piece of group talk shows evidence of children engaging
with previously abstract areas of knowledge, and once we have
discussed the social and the linguistic processes which go on there,
once we have investigated that talk, the important question then
presents itself, and it is a structural question: how can we create
structures which will allow that language activity to become a
representative rather than an exceptional part of our working lives? In
order for change to bite and hold in the schools we work in, we need to
ask questions like that.

Language in the Primary
Curriculum
Between 1987 and 1989, I worked as adviser for English and drama in
the county of Shropshire. During that time, I chaired two groups of
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teachers and advisers which produced guidelines for schools in the
county on the teaching and assessment of language in the primary
curriculum. The two sets of guidelines were combined into one
document, which I edited. An abbreviated version of the document
follows. I thank those who worked with me in the two groups: Richard
Bain, Brian Bishop, Jenny Cartwright, Janet Daniels, Linda Gibbs,
Angela Guest, Rob Hubbleday, Rebecca Liebmann, John Marchan,
Olwen Marmion, Barbara Morse, Sylvia Oultram, David Pryke, Mike
Raleigh, Ned Ratcliffe, Pat Shaw, Barbara Tomkiss and Andy Watters.

Preface
There are four interconnecting reasons why it is important that primary
teachers have a clear understanding of the role of language in learning.
The first concerns the children. Because so much of their learning
occurs within the medium of language, the more we understand about
the workings of language, the more likely it is that we will be able to
provide circumstances in which children will learn successfully.
The second reason has to do with ourselves. We need a set of principles
by which to work. Without principles, our practice is a mere matter of
habit, of doing things in a particular way because we have always done
them that way. Our self-respect as professionals depends on our being
able to articulate, for ourselves and for others, why we choose to work
in a certain way.
The third reason involves the school as a whole. It is essential that the
school has, from classroom to classroom, a coherent approach to the
processes of language. Of course there will be individual styles and
preferences in teaching. That is inevitable and healthy. But individual
styles and preferences should not mean large, unresolved
contradictions. Further, we now understand enough about language and
learning to know that some approaches are more likely to lead to
successful learning than others. We need to exercise judgement about
the range of practices current in a school, and to do so within the spirit
of trust which grants us the self-confidence to be self-critical and to
make changes.
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The fourth reason concerns our responsibility to the community we
serve, and in particular to parents. We should be able to explain, in
terms which the layperson can understand, why we teach as we do.
This responsibility does not mean that we should be intimidated by
what we think some parents want. If we take the trouble to explain our
approaches to language and learning, and if we are acting on the basis
of thoughtful judgement, we will win the support of the overwhelming
majority of parents, even if some aspects of our practice are initially
unfamiliar to them. Most parents actively want to believe in us.
Incidentally, the discipline of saying what we mean in laypeople’s terms
helps greatly to clarify our own understanding.
The purpose of the guidelines which follow is to help individual
schools, or groups of teachers representing different schools, to move
towards a clear understanding of the role of language in learning. This
clear understanding is sometimes called a language policy. Language
policy must be reflected in current classroom practice if it is to have
value. This does not mean that everything in a policy must already be
fully achieved. Language policy can act as a beacon to guide teachers’
intentions.
It is always useful for a policy to have a written form. The most
practical policy documents combine guidelines with examples. We
suggest that teachers should, first, read and discuss these guidelines
critically. They should decide how much to adopt, where to adapt, and
how the guidelines here relate to statements on language which already
exist in their schools. They should emerge from this process with a
single statement on language which they are prepared to stand by. They
should also collect and describe examples of practice which fulfil the
intentions of the statement.
There are two major sections to this document. The first offers
guidelines for the learning, teaching and use of language in primary
schools. It employs the familiar categories of talking and listening,
reading, writing.
While there are obvious advantages to this
arrangement, we should never forget that, in reality, writing, reading
and the spoken language are in constant interaction. The way we
design the curriculum should encourage this interaction. The examples
offered at the end of each sub-section frequently illustrate it.
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The second section is concerned with the assessment of language.
Again, while for the purposes of discussion it has seemed sensible to
give assessment its own section, we must remember that assessment
and curriculum are but two sides of the same coin. The most crucial
decisions we take are curricular ones: what, how and why we teach.
Decisions about assessment – whether day-to-day approaches or longerterm schemes – must follow from our curricular decisions. The only
useful assessment is that which enables us and the children to act.
Assessment systems which inhibit or are irrelevant to our teaching need
revision or replacement.
We are concerned here with all children in primary schools. There
should be no difference in kind in our approach, for example, to the
language development of children who are successful and confident,
and to that of children who have difficulty. Children with difficulties
need more of the range of purposeful experiences of language which
successful learners have had, not a different diet.
Children for whom English is a second or other language are the
inheritors of a bonus, not the carriers of a difficulty. Those in the early
stages of learning English will learn best through support in the
language experiences of the mainstream classroom. These guidelines
apply as fully to bilingual as to monolingual children.
Most of this document is concerned with language as a tool for and
medium of learning. Language is itself, meanwhile, a fascinating
phenomenon. The study of language can play a part in the curriculum
of primary schools. Appropriate topics and activities include: how
babies learn to speak, how writing was invented, the variety of
languages in the world, comparison of different kinds of scripts,
differences of accents and dialects within language, the ways people
use talk. Work of this kind offers obvious opportunities for introducing
children to cultural and linguistic variety, and could be a practical
instance of education for a multi-ethnic society in the primary school.
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Guidelines for the Learning, Teaching and Use
of Language
Talking and Listening
There is now substantial agreement among a majority of teachers that
talking and learning are vital to each other. The agreement springs
partly from common-sense truths. All normal children, some time
between the ages of nought and five, perform what is probably the most
complex cognitive task they will ever perform in their lives: they learn
to understand and speak their mother-tongue. They don’t achieve this
remarkable feat as a result of specific instruction from a teacher, nor by
learning rules from books. They do it by experience of the spoken
language itself: by experiment, generalisation, trial and error. Later in
life, adults use talk in their personal, intellectual and working lives to
make connections between what they know already and new concepts
and information which, until the connections are made, remain abstract,
unusable. The modern world has developed technology – telephone,
television, audio and video tape – which exploits the possibilities of
oral communication.
Given these common-sense truths, it is a curious thing that schools have
not merely often ignored the potential of pupil talk in the learning
process, but have sometimes been actively hostile to it and have
discouraged children from talking in classrooms, except within very
formal constraints such as pupil-teacher question-answer sessions.
Talking has been seen as an effort by the pupil to subvert the teacher’s
intentions, and so that is what it has sometimes become.
We need now to introduce structures for learning into our classrooms
which allow pupil talk to become an integral element of what goes on
there. This does not for a moment mean that we have any less respect
for the written word, nor that we, the teachers, suddenly have no
knowledge to impart. It means that talk, reading, writing and the
teacher’s knowledge, working harmoniously together, could produce a
classroom environment richer than one dominated by a one-way flow of
information from the teacher.
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Nor does it mean that our classrooms must become places of permanent
and ubiquitous noise. Not all learning requires talk. There are times
when sustained concentration requires peace and quiet, and children
should be able to read and write in our classrooms without distraction.
Nor is all talk automatically valuable. Talk can, we know, be used for
inconsequential or destructive purposes. It is neither hypocritical nor
inconsistent to recognise these facts and to acknowledge the principle
that talk has a central role in children’s learning.

The Process of Talk
•

Talk is the primary means by which learners relate what they know
already to new knowledge and experience they encounter.

•

Talk is the primary means by which people communicate with and
relate to each other.

•

Talk is the primary means by which people articulate and fashion
their thoughts. (They do it by writing too.) The need to express
enables people to realise what they mean.

•

Talkers and listeners in interaction help each other towards
understanding. Talkers need listeners. Listeners become talkers.

•

Talk exists to achieve a purpose – to narrate, for example, or to
question. In fulfilling a felt purpose, incidentally and mainly
unconsciously, children become more skilful talkers and listeners.

Different Ways of Talking
•

Children need to be given a wide range of purposes for talk and
situations in which to use it.

•

Purposes for talk include: to explain, to argue, to explore, to
question, to narrate, to wonder, to plan.

•

Situations for talk will vary in degree of formality. Children
frequently need to use talk in informal conversation to help them
plan and perform other tasks. They should also use talk more
formally, for example in pre-arranged discussion, in role-play and
drama, in interviews, in reports and presentations to the class.
They will be present and active in these situations as listeners too.
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•

Situations for talk will vary in number of participants, from two to
the whole class. The small group will be a particularly important
collaborative unit.

•

Situations for talk will vary in the extent to which they are
connected with other ways of learning. There will be times when
talk will stand alone, for example in a class discussion in response
to direct experience or on some issue of immediate social concern.
Talk will also take place before, during or after reading and
writing, benefiting from them and giving support to them.

Development as Talkers and Listeners
•

By the age of five, children already have considerable competence
in speaking and understanding their language. They have gained
this ability by being immersed in the language, by having the cooperation of other people and the freedom to experiment without
anxiety. The errors they make are seen as evidence of learning.
They are given information and feedback they can act upon. They
self-correct. Development is natural and individual.

•

Spoken language is the foundation on which literacy develops.
The crucial moment in the development of literacy in young
children is the moment of realisation that the spoken language
which is already meaningful and pleasurable to them has close
connections with the world of writing they begin to encounter.

•

When children come to school, great though their existing
achievements in spoken language are, there is still much for them
to learn. They will need to increase vocabulary, to learn to handle
more complex grammatical structures, to produce and pay
attention to more extended utterances, to discover a wider range of
contexts for talk. They will do these things best in the course of
learning to do and to understand other things.

•

The teacher’s job in aiding the development of children’s ability as
talkers and listeners is to provide situations and purposes which are
useful and intelligible to the children, and which call forth
increasing powers of utterance and comprehension.

•

The teacher must take a positive view of the child’s accent or
dialect, whatever it is.

•

Some of the children in Shropshire primary schools are bilingual,
actually or potentially. Children who are at an early stage of
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learning English will progress most quickly in the environment of
the normal classroom. Teachers should not worry if, at this early
stage, developing bilingual children do not say much in English in
the class. They need time to listen to and absorb the structures,
speech conventions and vocabulary of English before having the
confidence to try it for themselves. Nor should teachers worry if,
when there is more than one speaker of the same mother-tongue in
the class, they use their mother-tongue while working together.
This is not ‘cheating’, and it will not hold up the development of
their English. It is a way of making a bridge between the language
in which their thought processes have most naturally flowed, and
the demands which the classroom is making. Bilingual children
understand very well that English is the language in which nearly
all of the classroom’s business is conducted, and they will be as
anxious as anybody to take a full part in it as English speakers.

What does this Mean in Classrooms?
•

Classrooms need to be physically arranged so that pupil talk can
occur easily and normally.

•

The teacher’s management of time must allow frequent
opportunities for talk both as a part of wider learning activities and
as an independent event.

•

Equipment and material to support talk, ranging from the tape
recorder to a list of points to guide a group’s discussion, should be
in regular use.

•

Children should become familiar with tasks which support talk and
communicate its conclusions to others, for example the taking of
notes or the reporting of a group’s findings to the class.

•

The teacher must be seen by the children to value their
achievements as talkers and listeners as highly as their
achievements as readers and writers. If this happens, the children
will be enabled to take a similar view themselves.

Some Examples
•

Children in the nursery talk together to sequence sets of
photographs which tell a story. The photographs are of real events
in which the children have been involved. Later, the children
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provide text to accompany the photographs so that they can be
compiled into books for the book corner.
•

Using props and cut-out characters (which can be attached to a
magnetic board) children retell and reconstruct favourite stories for
each other.

•

A class of six-year-old children, some of them bilingual, makes an
alphabet train both in English and in Urdu. (The teacher has the
support once a week of a teacher of English as a second language.)
They stencil the letters of the alphabet and select objects to
represent each letter which they draw onto card. Together they
assemble the frieze in alphabetical order and to decide how and
where to display it. All this activity needs planning through talk.

•

After visiting a local pottery, a class of seven- and eight-year-olds
sets up its own pottery at school. Discussion about the mechanics
of doing this leads to the realisation that the children must seek
funding. They write letters to local businesses and banks, outlining
their proposal and requesting support. They succeed in raising the
necessary capital.

•

A class is to write a community newspaper. As a starting point, the
teacher engages the class in role-play. Assuming the role of editor,
she assigns the children positions on the paper: assistant editor,
photographer, typist, illustrator etc. The newspaper has to be
produced in one day. A dispute develops between the editor and a
group of reporters about the lead story. The dispute has to be
settled – but how?

•

Children are researching volcanoes: the causes of volcanic activity,
areas where it is prevalent, its impact on the environment. They all
have similar source material, and in threes must study the material,
looking for information on one particular aspect of the topic. They
are to make an oral presentation of their findings to the class,
supported if they wish by diagrams and maps. A group looking at
the impact of volcanic explosions on the environment finds eyewitness accounts of one major eruption. In its presentation, this
group role-plays human reactions at the time of the eruption, using
evidence from the accounts.
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Reading
What is reading for? It is for survival, in a culture dependent on print.
People must read at bus stops, in supermarkets, when they seek jobs,
when they pay taxes. Beyond that, reading is informing ourselves
about the world, so that we can take part in it and even, sometimes, help
to change it. Reading is also for pleasure. Pleasure is an unscientific
concept, but whether or not we gain pleasure in learning and continuing
to read affects crucially how well we do it. We get good things we like
doing.
So we want children to see reading as an activity from which they can
gain pleasure, personal enrichment, practical value and the power of
access to information and new understandings. In the course of coming
to see reading in this way, we want them to become autonomous; that
is, to become people who know how to make the best use of reading for
their own purposes. Autonomy does not mean isolation, however.
There should always be opportunities for children to read, and to be
read to and with, as a shared or collaborative activity.

The Process of Reading
•

The strange thing about reading is that although most children do
learn to do it, nobody is absolutely certain how. In adult life, we
take the ability to read for granted, but in one sense anyone who
learns to read is brilliant.

•

Our uncertainty about how children learn to read has taken the
form of a fierce debate in recent years. One body of opinion, for
example, has said that reading is largely a system depending on
symbol-to-sound correspondence, and that it can be taught.
Another has said that reading is largely a predictive, meaningmaking activity where the reader brings more to the text than the
text brings to the reader. Reading, according to this camp, cannot
be taught as an automatic transfer of knowledge. It has to be
learnt, discovered afresh by each new reader.

•

In between these two bodies of opinion are the teachers, who tend
by nature and training to be pragmatic. We will do what seems to
work. And there are the children, who tend to be survivors. That
is, most of them learn to read within or despite whatever method or
mixture of methods teachers use. Some of this majority, however,
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don’t come to see reading as a pleasurable, powerful and normal
part of their lives. They read when they have to. Outside the
majority, there is a group of children who fail to learn to read, in
the sense that even the most commonplace functional uses of
reading are beyond them.
•

The view of the writers of these guidelines is that, although the
detailed tasks which the brain performs in learning to read and in
reading remain a mystery, and although children, fortunately,
continue to learn to read in all kinds of circumstances, there is the
greatest likelihood that children will become successful readers
when they are introduced to reading as an active, whole, meaningmaking process. That is, reading is not a process which can
usefully be separated for teaching purposes into discrete skills.
Nor is it a process which can usefully be divided for teaching
purposes into distinct stages. Children learn to read by reading a
lot of appropriate and engaging material and by reflecting on what
they read.

•

As children gain in experience of reading, their reflections on it
will involve a variety of strategies for making sense of texts.
These will include responding to and analysing texts, and
extracting, evaluating and comparing information. Learning to
read well means coming to see writing is something made by
someone else. It involves learning to question the intentions and
assumptions of an author.

The Material for Reading
•

Readers need to be given opportunities to meet a range of material
in order to expand their ideas of what reading is about and what
they can gain from it. This range of material includes: fiction,
poetry and plays, non-fictional narrative, descriptive, informative
and persuasive writing. Children need picture books. They need
to read printed material other than books: magazines, posters,
newspapers. They need to read writing by other children and by
their teacher as well as published writing.

•

Readers need material, whether literature or information writing,
which is ‘real’. Books which have been written according to preformulated measures of difficulty and are intended for readers at a
certain ‘level’ usually offer a narrow experience of reading. We
should select books which are generally appropriately for the age-
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group we are teaching, but not concern ourselves beyond that with
attempts to gauge exactly the ‘readability’ of a book. The books
we select should be authentic texts, not merely rungs on the ladder
of a reading scheme. Real books make readers in a way that
reading schemes never can. The best criteria for selection are:
interesting content, lively and pleasing language, subtle structure
of text, engaging and supportive illustrations.
•

Reading material offers influential images and ideas about groups
of people in society. Although not the only source of influence,
reading powerfully affects children’s attitudes as they grow up. It
is vital that the reading children encounter should positively
present, for example: the capabilities and characters of girls and
women as well as of boys and men; the diversity of world culture
(and in particular the multi-racial culture of contemporary Britain);
and the concerns and achievements of ordinary working people.
We need also to be ready to help children to challenge negative
images encountered in their reading.

•

Imaginative literature has a special role in the development of
reading. It can be directly relevant to children’s own
preoccupations, and feed their inquisitiveness about other places,
other times, other ways of life. Children need literature for what it
tells them about their culture and about all aspects of human
experience.

Development in Reading
•

By the age of five, all children will have had some experience of
the world of print. Some children will already be confident and
familiar with books. The school’s job is to build on such
understandings as children already possess.

•

Development in reading happens most rapidly when there is a
partnership between the school and the home in supporting the
child’s reading experience.

•

An important bridge for the infant is that between his or her own
speech and the written word. Having their talk written down, and
then reading what they have said, enables children to understand
that there is a close relationship between the familiar world of
speech and the emerging world of literacy. It also provides
personal involvement and a reason for reading, as well as a text
which ensures a high degree of success.
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•

Another important element in the early reading experience of
children in school is the discovery of what books can provide and
how they work. The teacher reading aloud, discussing books with
the class and encouraging children to join in, is essential for this.

•

Children’s developing understanding is further served in
classrooms where print, for example notices, posters and signs,
does useful jobs.

•

The child reading aloud to the teacher is commonplace in primary
classrooms. While accepting the validity of this practice, we need
to be aware of the danger that performing for the teacher may be
seen by the child as the only or the most important context for
reading. There are other, more natural contexts for reading which
should also be given time and space.

•

From these essential beginnings, reading develops. Development
means being able to read an increasingly wide range of
progressively more demanding material for an increasingly wide
range of purposes.

What does this Mean in Classrooms?
•

We need to provide time for reading. This means classroom time.
It also means setting up schemes, with the active co-operation of
parents, to encourage reading at home.

•

We need ourselves to provide for children, apprentices in reading,
evidence of the importance to us of books and of the pleasure we
gain from them. We can do this, for example, by reading aloud, by
publicly consulting books to answer questions and by talking about
what we are reading ourselves.

•

We need to make sure that a full, rich and constantly updated range
of books and other reading material is available in the classroom.
The collection needs to be presented so as to attract readers.

•

The use of reading for study purposes needs to be built into
children’s daily work. They should not be able to go very far in the
school day without having to use print to search out information
and ideas.

•

Children need to encounter reading as an independent experience,
involving individual choice of material. They should also meet
reading as a shared activity by, for example, reading books in
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groups, having books read to them as a whole class, extracting
information from a book with a partner, or reporting to others on
what they have read.
•

The majority of children’s reading needs to be fast and well within
the reader’s capabilities. A minority, for which more detailed
support needs to be provided by the teacher, should be more
challenging, engaging readers at the limits of their powers.

Some Examples
•

In order to write and illustrate books suitable for a younger
audience, a junior class, working in small groups, is given a range
of picture books to read aloud to each other and to discuss
critically. The children have to decide on two that they feel
younger children will particularly enjoy reading or listening to.
Then they draw up a list of essential ingredients which, taken
together, would make for a successful picture book.

•

A class is studying heat. In pairs, children read a text on the topic,
and decide on five questions which they would like to ask the
author of the book, and which they think have been left
unanswered. These lists of questions are pooled, and the most
important of them form the basis for the next stage of the class’s
research.

•

Small sets of novels are available for group reading. With each set
comes a list of assignments, compiled by the teacher, for the
children to carry out at particular points during their reading.
These assignments include: prediction of what will happen next;
rewriting of an episode from another character’s point of view;
discussion of whether a particular character is justified in taking a
certain course of action; consideration of alternative directions that
the author could have followed.

•

Children read independently on regular occasions during the week.
They have a wide choice of material, fiction and non-fiction, from
a class or school library. On these occasions, the teacher only
controls what is read to the extent of suggesting good titles, or
discouraging attempts to read material which is far too difficult.
The teacher moves from child to child while they are reading,
sometimes asking about the book, sometimes inviting the child to
read a bit aloud. Each child has a reading record book in which
they list and comment on books read.
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•

A school makes contact with parents in an effort to involve them in
their children’s reading development. A series of meetings called
by class teachers is arranged. For these meetings the teachers
produce an advice booklet, a video, a list of local bookshops and
libraries and a range of books. It is explained that children will
take home a book from school at least twice a week, and parents
are asked to spend time sharing the book at home. Parents and
teachers can make comments and send messages to each other via
the child’s reading record book. If the child brings in a book
borrowed or bought from elsewhere, this will be welcomed.

Writing
What do we need to get clear in our minds in thinking about writing?
First, writing depends on speech. Speech was invented long before
writing, and all writing systems originated as attempts to render speech
in fixed and visible form. Babies learn to speak and listen before they
learn to write and read. The growth of children’s competence as writers
is accompanied and sustained by the growth of their competence as
users of the spoken language.
Secondly, writing is nurtured by experience of texts – by reading. If
speech is the underlying process which grants writing meaning, then
reading is the daily evidence that writing exists and has been done by
other people. Developing writers learn from other people’s
achievements. This applies to details of the spelling system, for
example, as much as it does to a large matter like the construction of
story.
Thirdly, all continuous, independent writing is creative. It is not helpful
to see only one kind of writing as ‘creative’. As long as, in composing
and writing down texts, children are making choices, are trying to say
what they mean, they are engaged in a creative activity, whatever kind
of writing they are doing, and whatever its topic. At the same time,
they are working within structures and conventions which are
understood at a deep level by the community of readers and writers of
which they are apprentice members. Writing is both creative and
structural, both individual and social. Writers and readers need each
other.
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The Process of Writing
•

When we write, what are we doing? What kind of person is the
writer?

•

The writer is a composer. Writing is almost never the simple
transcribing onto paper of language already formed in the head. In
the act of writing, writers discover what they mean; they formulate
understanding in a way not available to them before they began to
write.

•

The writer is a communicator. Most of the time, writers write in
the expectation of having an effect on someone else. (Sometimes,
admittedly, writers write solely for themselves. Often writing is
both for themselves and for other people.) All writers need
regularly to know – whether their readership is a single person or
an unknown number of readers, whether their purpose is ephemeral
or long-term – that their writing has been noticed and has made a
difference.

•

The writer is a secretary. Writers work within the writing system
of the language they are using. The writing system of English has
evolved over hundreds of years (and continues to change) for a
host of reasons: for example, the influence of other languages; the
practices of mediaeval scribes; the rise of print; the efforts of some
groups to reform spelling. The English writing system is complex,
but not, as some people claim, chaotic. In supportive
circumstances, children are quite capable of gaining a confident
control of it.

•

Composer, communicator and secretary are equally important
elements of the personality of the writer. In the past, and to an
extent still, the composer and the communicator have been
neglected or even ignored in schools, and concern to produce good
secretaries has become an overriding preoccupation. If young
writers have limited or no opportunity to experience composition
and communication, there is no inherent point in becoming even
the most accurate of secretaries.

Different Kinds of Writing
•

We start this sub-section with a warning. Kinds of writing –
reports of research, poetry, stories, plays, children’s ‘news’, prose
arguments, diary jottings – are not watertight categories, each with
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a set of separate characteristics. Children do not learn to handle a
repertoire of different kinds of writing as a result of being taught
‘the rules’ of each in advance. Teachers should not be concerned
to tick off each week a menu of kinds of writing which children
have practised. There is no correct answer to as to what the menu
should be.
•

But we do need to think about the range of kinds of writing which
could usefully contribute to children’s understanding of an area of
the curriculum, or a particular topic or investigation. Otherwise
the tendency is for that range to be narrow and familiar. We do
need, as a year goes by, to keep it broad.

•

One way of thinking about kinds of writing is in terms of the
purposes they serve. Writing, for example, might have a purpose
to:
- report (a science experiment);
- reconstruct (information from print);
- respond (to literature);
- argue (a point of view);
- narrate (personal experience);
- hypothesise (what is about to happen);
-

recollect (what we already know about something);
explain (the workings of a piece of technology).

There are numerous other purposes for writing, and numerous
alternative ways of describing these.
•

Another way of thinking about kinds of writing is in terms of the
formats in which they appear. Writing, for example, might appear
as:
- journal entry;
- letter;
- play script;
- labelled diagram;
- brochure;
- newspaper article;
- poem;
- workshop manual;
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-

notes;
short story;
prose essay;
experiment write-up.

And there are numerous other formats for writing, and numerous
alternative ways of describing these.
•

A purpose for writing or, more likely, a collection of purposes, may
be fulfilled in many different formats. We can imagine children
working on a history topic, for instance, writing for any of the
purposes listed here, and in most of the formats.

•

Our job in planning work in an area of the curriculum or for a
particular age group is not to make a list of purposes and formats
first and then find ‘excuses’ for practising them. It is to decide first
on the activities and topics which we want to constitute that work,
and then to think imaginatively about how writing, in the fullness
of its variety of purposes and formats, may play a part in it.

Development in Writing
•

For the pre-school child, the understanding that there is a close
relationship between spoken and written language is the essential
basis for a confident control of literacy.

•

Within the child’s developing control of literacy, reading and
writing are in constant interaction. We have said that writing is
nurtured by reading. This is not to suggest that children must be
experienced readers before they can begin to write. Some children
begin to write by learning to make letters (or letter-like shapes) as
a development of drawing, which is a development of play. Play is
symbolic; it involves the use of things to mean other things.
Drawing is play with marks. The marks mean things. Writing is
drawing words, which mean things. In cases like this, children are
immediately reading their own writing or pre-writing or receiving
a response from an adult who has just read it, and so the ‘clinch’
between reading and writing is made. Whether the child’s earliest
attempts to write are like this, or are consciously or unconsciously
derived from reading other people’s writing, or (as is most likely)
come about as a mixture of the two, the important thing is that the
clinch should be made.
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•

There has been a considerable underestimation of what children in
the first years of schooling can do as writers. Children of five
have, at the most receptive time of their lives, been aware of the
written language for two or three years. They may well have used
writing at home. They are quite capable of composing continuous,
independent texts. Their ability as composers is in advance of their
ability as transcribers. The limitations of what they can do at this
stage (use of invented spellings; immature handwriting; simplicity
of vocabulary, sentence structures and organisation of the text)
need to be seen as evidence of a learning writer, not of a failing or
unready writer. Children must have the confidence to take risks.

•

A wide range of supports is available to the learning writer in the
infant classroom. These include: opportunities to dictate writing to
the teacher or helper; opportunities to copy or trace adults’ writing;
use of personal word books; access to ‘Breakthrough to Literacy’
trays; use of dictionaries, whether bought in or made up, in book
form or on the wall; opportunities for letter-formation and
handwriting practice; learning the alphabet. We need to be careful
with some of these things, however. The underestimation of what
infants can do has usually come about because of an over-reliance
on the supports. For example, the child dictating to the teacher is,
at a certain stage of development, a good way of making a bridge
between speech and writing. But the aim should be, at the same
time, for the child to be writing independently as much as possible
and not be inhibited by fears about unconventional spelling.
Copying adults’ writing provides useful handwriting practice. The
children should also be making meaningful statements as writers
without excessive worry over perfect neatness. The personal word
book is a handy and valuable possession. But children should not
be queuing at the teacher’s desk for a word without which they are
unable to continue writing. ‘Breakthrough to Literacy’ is intended
to be just that: a breakthrough to something beyond itself.
Children who come to depend on its ready-made words and
sentences produce pat, static and short texts.

•

So the test question we must ask ourselves in thinking about these
supports is: is our use of them helping young writers to gain an
independent voice? It is unlikely to be a matter of deciding
whether a certain ‘method’ is, always and for everybody, right or
wrong.
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•

Writing is not something which can be taught as a sequence of
steps, or of sub-divided parts to be put together later. Drawing on
their experience of reading, talking and listening, writers develop
by composing whole texts of a wide variety of different kinds, for
purposes they understand. They learn by paying attention to the
response to their texts of a reader or readers. Teachers are figures
of vital importance in providing contexts for children’s writing,
and in making responses. However, the contexts we provide
should not be the only reasons why children write, and the
responses we make should not be the only responses they receive.

What does this Mean in Classrooms?
•

Children need regular opportunities to write continuously and to
make choices while composing. The confidence to do this comes
in a classroom where they are seen as writers, and where they see
themselves as such.

•

Children should have the right to revise and edit their writing. We
will need to offer them advice on how to do this.

•

Children should be able to collaborate in writing. This means
offering help in the way of suggestions and criticisms on each
other’s writing. (Again, we will need to provide guidance to them
as to how best to do this.) It also means groups planning a joint
product (newspaper, brochure, wall display) in which individuals
make their own contributions, and can see how their involvement
in the group planning has affected the product as a whole.

•

Children must have opportunities to write for audiences in addition
to the teacher. The most obvious audience is the other children in
the class. Then there are other classes in the school, children in
nearby schools, parents, local media.

•

Teachers must write too, and share their writing with the children.

•

The responses we offer to children’s writing (and the responses we
encourage them to offer to each other’s) must be those of real
readers. We must pay attention to what the writing is telling us.

Some Examples
•

A group of top juniors makes a slide-tape production about a
nearby large house of historical interest, which they visit as part of
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a thematic study. They decide upon and take the photographs,
determine what kind of writing might be best to accompany each
slide by way of commentary, choose appropriate music, put
together the production and present it at an assembly and at a
meeting of parents and governors.
•

Working in groups of four, children produce a brochure and other
forms of publicity to inform visitors to their area, town or village.
This involves the children in a variety of activities, including visits,
research, interviews, photography; and drafting, editing and layout
of writing.

•

Having read, listened to and talked about a variety of fairy stories
from around the world, top infants are asked to write their own.
Stories in preparation are read aloud and discussed. When
complete, they are illustrated and turned into books. The children
make a tape to accompany each book. Simultaneously, they make
a simple cardboard stage and paper puppets, and use these to retell
their stories.

•

A class of juniors is studying evacuation in the Second World War.
The initial stimulus is a theatre-in-education production on the
topic. Over a half term, as well as related art, craft, maths and
science work, the children’s writing extends to wartime diaries,
recipes produced under rationing, imaginative stories, research
accounts using source material, interviews with older adults who
can remember being evacuees or receiving evacuees into their
community.

•

In the infant classroom there is a writing area equipped with
pencils, pens, various kinds of paper, rulers, scissors, glue.
Children go there to write. Sometimes, the writing area takes on a
particular guise: it becomes an office, a shop, a doctor’s surgery, a
café. The children write letters, orders, bills, prescriptions, signs,
menus.

•

A class of lower juniors undertakes an investigation: can they have
a classroom pet? If yes, what should it be? In the course of the
investigation groups within the class undertake such tasks as:
surveying the attitudes of the school staff; constructing a
questionnaire on classroom pets to send to other schools, recording
the responses and sending the collated information back to the
other schools; researching the care and cost of various pets;
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inviting a vet into school; telephoning and visiting a pet shop;
organising a sponsored event to raise the necessary funds.
•

A class is working on the theme of ‘ourselves’. The children’s
parents are invited to write accounts of significant childhood
experiences. These accounts are illustrated by the children and
made into books for the class library.

Some Ways into Thinking about Language and
Learning
These suggested activities could form part of the development of a
school’s language policy.
1.

Take a closer look at one sequence of work, topic or theme which
will be occupying a class for a period of time. Discuss in advance
how to incorporate in it a range of kinds of reading, writing and
oral work. Record and collect as much evidence as possible of the
language activities which take place. Make notes, use sound and
video tape, have an extra teacher in the room as an observer.
Discuss the evidence as it emerges. Consider the wider
applications of the positive lessons learned from this close look.

2.

Take a particular language activity. It could be the way we ask
children to research and reconstruct information from books and
other source material. It could be group discussion in science
work. It could be the provision of a writing area in the infants’
classroom. Perhaps you want to encourage more drafting and
collaboration in writing. Or you want children to read and discuss
literature together more regularly and in a more organised way.
Whichever activity you decide on, make a study of it: how you set
it up, problems encountered, the benefits you and the children
gained. It is always best if two or more teachers conduct the study
at the same time, so they can compare experiences.

3.

Follow a child for a day or a week. What range of language
activities does he or she encounter? How well does he or she cope
with them? How could the child’s overall experience of language
be improved?

4.

Prepare a booklet, to be launched at a parents’ evening, which
describes for parents your approach to language development.
Include examples of current classroom practice.
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Guidelines on Assessing Language
This section considers the purposes of assessment of language and
suggests principles which should underlie a policy on assessment. It
proposes ways of making the assessment of language more effective.

The Purposes of Assessment
Language is complex. It follows, therefore, that any attempt to assess
language in all its complexity will be difficult. It is important, however,
to attempt such an assessment if we hope to be able to respond to the
needs of individuals and to promote their progress. When we assess,
we ask questions not only about the progress of individuals, but also
about the range of opportunities and the quality of experiences pupils
are offered; in other words, when we assess pupils we are also assessing
the curriculum we make available to them.
Most often, we are involved in monitoring and charting individual
progress and in recording such progress for ourselves, for pupils, for
other teachers and for parents. It is particularly important that we
should be clear exactly what we’re doing and why we’re doing it. We
should ensure that the methods we use are appropriate to our intended
purposes.

Principles which should Govern Assessment
An assessment policy needs to be governed by underlying principles of
which the following are the most important.
•

Assessment should be an integral part of teaching and learning.

•

Assessment should focus on language in use. The most effective
assessment of a pupil’s language will be made from systematic
observation by a teacher of that pupil at work in a variety of
contexts over a period of time.

•

Assessment should principally make use of words rather than
scores, grades or tick lists. Words enable us to be sensitive yet
clear, to be comprehensive in our judgements, yet to focus on
particular elements of a child’s work where necessary. They offer
opportunities for discussion – with pupils, with other teachers, with
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parents. Words also offer the possibility of establishing continuity
in tracing and aiding development.
•

Assessment should give a longitudinal picture of language
development. It therefore needs to be based on an agreement
reached between teachers throughout the school.

•

While it is useful to talk about reading, writing, talking and
listening as separate elements, assessment should take into account
the interrelationship of the elements and lead to an overall
understanding of language performance and development.

•

Assessment should involve pupils. Any policy should build in
opportunities for self-assessment, to provide pupils with a sense of
achievement and motivation. (We recognise that the age of the
pupils involved will determine the nature and extent of their
involvement in self-assessment.)

•

Assessment should not require enormous additional work for
teachers. Any system needs to be manageable. It should be easy
to operate and be accessible to all involved.

Improving Assessment
We offer here some proposals for improving the effectiveness of
assessment in Shropshire’s primary schools. These proposals are
derived from the principles outlined above.
1.

Day-to-day Assessment

In the case of reading, day-to-day assessment should include records of
pupils’ reading, notes of miscues made while reading aloud, and
comments on pupils’ use of reading for study purposes. It will also
involve pupils in self-assessment, perhaps through their own reading
records and comments on books.
In the case of talking and listening, day-to-day assessment is likely to
involve brief records of the variety of opportunities provided for use of
the spoken language and comments on the development of a pupil’s
confidence in speaking and of his or her active attention in listening.
A major element of day-to-day assessment is responding to pupils’
written work. Ways of making marking more effective need to be
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found. A balance of encouragement and the selective pinpointing of
weaknesses is more likely to lead to improvement than the correction of
all errors in a piece of writing, regardless of their nature. Our aims in
marking should be to:
•

respond to the whole of what has been written;

•

be positive in our recognition of what the writer can do;

•

draw attention to selected errors, miscues and confusions;

•

offer advice on which the pupil can act.

2.

Collecting Samples of Children’s Work

There is not much scope for retaining samples of children’s work other
than their writing – including writing which is a response to reading.
Selecting samples of writing can help to chart the development of
pupils as writers. The writing collected could be:
•

chosen by the teacher;

•

chosen by the pupil;

•

chosen by teacher and pupil together;

•

drafts as well as finished pieces;

•

representative of the best of pupils’ work;

•

representative of the variety of writing undertaken;

•

accompanied by comments by pupil and/or teacher.

3.

Asking Children

The nature and extent of any self-assessment obviously has much to do
with the maturity of the pupils involved. The ideas which follow are
not necessarily suitable for the whole age-range.

Pupil/teacher interviews
These could be formally or informally arranged and could focus on
work generally, on a particular piece of work, or on aspects of the work
which the pupil finds difficult.
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Pupil/pupil conversations
Pupils do as a matter of course discuss with each other their work, their
attitudes to it, their ability to cope with it, though such discussion does
not always take place in the classroom. Making space for sharing of
perceptions in this way, perhaps at the end of a sequence of work, can
be valuable.

Pupils’ own reports
At a time when teachers are about to write reports on pupils, pupils
could be offered the opportunity to write reports of their own view of
their development.
They can be helped by guidance questions,
preferably discussed in advance with the teacher and with other pupils
(‘What have you enjoyed doing this term?’ ‘Which things do you think
you have done well?’ ‘Is there anything you find difficult?’).

Folder discussion
An accumulating collection of children’s writing provides an excellent
source of material for self-assessment – both when pupils and teachers
select material to be included and when they reflect on the contents to
trace development.

Exchanging writing
Reading each other’s writing gives pupils the opportunity to assess
someone else’s work and then to apply this kind of constructive
criticism to the examination of their own.
4.

A Framework for Considered Comments

At times in the course of the year teachers will be required to reflect on
the progress of pupils over a period of time. Some schools ask teachers
to complete termly or half-yearly records. On such occasions teachers
should draw on their day-to-day assessments and on the samples of
writing they have collected. It makes much sense, and is a great saving
of labour, if these records can become one and the same thing as reports
to parents. Some suggestions are offered here on how such comments
might be made more sensitive and comprehensive, by posing questions
about performance. We do not suggest that schools would use all the
questions in the form presented here. The questions used by an
individual school should be arrived at through staff discussion.
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Reading
Attitude
Does he or she enjoy reading? Is he or she confident or nervous,
eager or reluctant? Does he or she willingly talk about books?
Does he or she relate them to his or her own experience?
Does he or she select and read books independently?
Does he or she happily participate in shared reading?
Can he or she read for a sustained length of time?
Does he or she read at home? Does he or she take books home
from school?
Does he or she read aloud with interest and expression?
Is he or she a critical reader? Does he or she comment on the
qualities of a book or an author?
Coping with text
Can he or she find the beginning of the book? Does he or she
know that (English) text goes from top to bottom, left to right?
Can he or she predict what is going to happen in a story?
Can he or she recount a story’s main events?
What kind of clues does he or she use in approaching unfamiliar
words? Does he or she use:
• the meaning of the sentence, paragraph, whole text?
• the syntax of a sentence?
• visual comparison of the shape, length or spelling of a word
with other, similar words?
• phonic comparison of the sound of a word with other, similar
words?
• clues from illustrations?
• clues from the title of a book or chapter?
• clues from word repetition or rhyme?
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What kinds of miscues does he or she commonly make in reading?
Will he or she self-correct having made a miscue? Is he or she
able to talk about miscues?
Is he or she aware of punctuation? If so, to what extent?
Can he or she cope with various styles and sizes of print?
Reading for information
Can he or she use books to gather information? Can he or she
search selectively for certain facts?
Can he or she combine or contrast information gathered from more
than one source?
Can he or she use reference devices: contents page and index of
information books, dictionary, encyclopaedia?
Writing
Attitude
Does he or she enjoy writing? Is he or she willing or reluctant,
confident or nervous? Does he or she see himself or herself as a
writer? Does he or she exhibit care with and pride in his or her
writing?
Experience
Has he or she had the opportunity to write for a range of purposes
and in a range of formats? Which ones?
Has he or she had the opportunity write for a variety of audiences?
Examples?
Effectiveness
Is his or her writing usually comprehensible?
Is he or she usually able to focus on a particular task or topic?
Does he or she usually show control over the subject matter? Does
he or she demonstrate an awareness of the need for structure in the
piece of writing?
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Development
At what point on a continuum from simplicity to sophistication:
• is the range of vocabulary used?
• are the sentence structures used?
• is the appropriateness of the language to the task in hand?
• is the writer’s awareness of the reader?
What pattern of strengths and weaknesses is evident in the writer’s
work?
Process
Is he or she willing to talk about and make judgements on his or
her writing with the teacher, and with other pupils?
Is he or she able to collaborate with others on his or her own
writing, and on their writing?
Is he or she aware of and does he or she make use of drafting?
Is he or she able to determine the kinds of support he or she needs
at particular stages in the development of his or her writing?
Is he or she able to set his or her own writing tasks or negotiate
these with the teacher?
Technical competence
How good is his or her control of the spelling system?
How does he or she cope with the demands of punctuation?
How well formed is his or her handwriting?
How well does he or she cope with paragraphing and layout?
To what extent do any technical difficulties detract from the
content of his or her writing?
What pattern of strengths and weaknesses in technical competence
emerges?
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Talking and listening
Confidence
Is he or she confident in talking with the teacher, other adults,
friends, small groups of pupils, the whole class?
Working with others
Does he or she:
• allow others the opportunity to speak?
• listen and respond to what others say?
•
•
•

respect other speakers’ points of view?
help others to clarify their thoughts in what they say?
help to resolve difficulties or disagreements in a discussion?

As a member of a group, what role does he or she tend to take in a
discussion?
Content
Are his or her contributions relevant, accurate, clear, concise,
appropriate to the audience?
Do his or her contributions show:
• understanding of the topic of discussion?
• ability to make connections which clarify the discussion?
• ability to select information which helps the discussion
forward?
• knowledge of language appropriate to a topic?
Using talk
Can he or she use talk: to narrate, to describe, to question, to
explore, to hypothesise, to explain, to reason, to persuade, to
defend a position or point of view, to plan, to solve problems?
Delivery
Does he or she use appropriate tone, gesture, pace in speaking?
Is his or her voice clear, audible, fluent?
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Chapter Seven

A Brief Description of
Secondary English
As adviser for English and drama in the county of Shropshire, I gave
talks to secondary English teachers in the county, in which I offered an
outline description of secondary English, and of the job of the English
teacher. Here is the approximate content of those talks, in a mixture of
notes and prose.

Preamble in Note Form
The job we do comprises:
•

Getting and sustaining a working theory

•

Organising the curriculum in time

•

Devising activities; making and choosing materials

•

Intervening in our students’ work to help them make progress; and
describing that progress

•

Explaining to the outside world, especially to parents, what we’re
doing and why.

Why we do what we do: basic principles
1.

English classrooms are places where the four modes of language –
speaking, listening, reading and writing – are practised constantly,
and where students’ competence in these modes of language is
continually extended.

2.

The English curriculum embraces variety: of contexts, purposes
and audiences for language use; and of formats within which
language is used.
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The English curriculum: the major dimensions
•

Literature

•

Information texts

•

Writing

•

Talk

•

Drama

•

Media study

•

Language study

Units of work
I propose that we should organise the curriculum in time by the use of
sequences or units of work. These units will vary in length between a
week and a month. They will, naturally, make greater and greater
demands on the students as a year passes, and as students move from
one year to the next. In the two years leading up to the GCSE
examination, the sequences will be linked to the requirements of the
GCSE syllabus.

Variety of lead constituents for units of work
As a year passes, we need to see that the kinds of variety mentioned
above are achieved. We do this by designing units of work with
different lead constituents. A lead constituent may be:
1.

a single text (a novel, a play, a poem, a television programme, a
film);

2.

a task (write autobiography, compile magazine, rehearse and
perform improvised play, produce video);

3.

a genre (poetry, short story, science fiction, opinion writing, printed
and televised advertisements);

4.

an issue (violence on television, children’s rights, animal welfare,
sustainable transport in the local area);
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5.

a theme (life in the future, young love in literature, the great
American dream, island castaway);

6.

language itself (its variety, history of English, how we acquire
language, language for communication, language and power,
language as a system).

The Definition Expanded
What Should Go into the Working Theory?
Practising teachers tend naturally to be suspicious of theory. This is
understandable, given the unfortunate tendency of many theoreticians
of education easily to forget the realities which face those who have to
turn up day after day and do the job. The relative ease of the life of the
person who is advising others as to what to do, by comparison with that
of those to whom the advice is offered, breeds a resentment and a sort
of ‘poor bloody infantry’ cynicism about ‘fancy ideas’. The suspicion
and the cynicism may be understandable, but they are unfortunate,
because without a working theory – connected to practice and
permanently capable of revision in the light of practice – the teacher’s
professional life is merely a matter of habit and rote: we do things a
certain way because we’ve always done them that way. If this is the
situation, it is likely that our practice will become arid and repetitive,
and will be perceived as such by our students.
Let me suggest four elements which might inform the working theory
of an English teacher.
1.

The four modes of language mentioned in the first basic principle
in the notes above – speaking, listening, writing and reading – are
interconnected and interpenetrating. There will and should be
times when one mode of language dominates in a lesson or a group
of lessons. Over time, however, students’ confidence and
competence in the use of English will develop best if, following
the second basic principle in the notes, we can provide varied
contexts, purposes and audiences for language use, and varied
formats in which that language is used, enabling the modes to feed
off and into each other.
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2.

The lion’s share of learning comes from experience of language. It
is our job to make that experience of language as stimulating,
startling, intriguing, enjoyable – and appropriately challenging – as
we can. The lion’s share is not the only share, however.
Instruction and correction too play their part in our task of helping
students to advance in skill and sophistication in language use, and
to overcome difficulties.

3.

We teach as much by example as by instruction. Over the
centuries, in all areas of learning, effective teachers have shown
their students that they themselves are enthusiasts in the area of
knowledge or skill in which they are expert. The emotional power
of that example will have as great an effect in advancing students’
knowledge and skill as will the explicit instruction offered by the
master or mistress of the art to his or her apprentices. Put plainly,
we English teachers need to show our students that we are readers
and writers too, at our own level; and the students need also to see
that we can engage in speaking and listening activities which go
beyond issuing instructions and making judgements (necessary as
it is also for us to do both those things).

4.

Students learn from each other as well as from us. Certainly, we
are likely to be the most skilled and experienced practitioner of the
English language in the room where we teach, otherwise we
wouldn’t be there. (There may be exceptions to that
generalisation. I have occasionally been offered poems, stories or
pieces of improvised drama that I know I could not have emulated
myself.) However, we should also make use of the whole
community of users of language which we are leading. The
learning which happens in our classrooms should better be
represented by a complex network of lines of teaching and
learning, student(s)-to-teacher and student(s)-to-student(s), which
would include, for example, students reading and – critically yet
supportively – commenting on each others’ writing, or oral
interactions in the course of collaborative planning of a task in
small groups; than by a rimless wheel in which we are the hub and
each spoke, with a student at its outer end, connects only with us.

How Do We Organise the Curriculum in Time?
Our working theory, whether written down or not, sits in the back of
our minds. Sitting in the front of our minds is the fact that we are
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teaching the subject English to groups of about 30 students for about
150 minutes a week, for about 38 weeks a year. That time needs to be
divided up in some way. I suggest, broadly, that the time be divided by
units of work, which could last as little as a week or as long, say, as a
month. There will be variations in this model from school to school.
Some schools have one timetabled ‘library period’ a week. Some,
while adopting the units model for most of the time, devote one lesson a
week to the shared reading of a novel or play. These variations are
acceptable, of course; indeed welcome. But the virtue of the units
model is that, properly planned, with a perspective in the planners’
minds of a whole year, the units can provide the variety of contexts,
purposes, audiences and formats for language activity which a fullyoperating English curriculum requires. A further advantage lies in the
possibility of collaborative planning of the units by more than one, and
perhaps all, of the members of a department. This collaboration lifts
the burden from individuals of constant lesson planning in isolation. In
the fullness of time, once a whole year of units has been planned and
produced, departments will meet to review the units’ success in
practice, deciding which can be kept exactly as they are for a future
year, which worked well enough but would benefit from revision,
which didn’t work so well and should be replaced.
If we agree that units of work are the most effective means of
organising at least the majority of the curriculum time available to us,
then comes the task of deciding on the detailed content of a unit. I
suggest that most units will be hybrids, in two senses: they will make
use of some lesson plans that we have used before, and which are
familiar to us, while requiring the creation of some new lesson plans;
and they will mix ‘home-made’ materials with the use of externally
published resources.
What should go into the units? This is probably the hardest question to
answer, since it requires that we hold in our heads several major
considerations at once.
First, a year’s-worth of units of work should exemplify the working
theory of English teaching that we have at the back of our minds, and
whose elements I’ve proposed in general terms.

!
358
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019
Secondly, we must see that the major dimensions of English are all
given sufficient attention as the year goes by. I listed the major
dimensions in the notes at the beginning of the talk: literature,
information texts, writing, talk, drama, media study and language study.
You will have individual views about the relative importance of these
dimensions. I’m not saying that each of them should have the same
amount of attention in terms of time given. But I am saying that a year
of English which ignores any one of them is thereby impoverished.
(I’d like to say that this list is uncontroversial, but that isn’t the case.
There are powerful voices in the government who will tell us, for
example, that media study is a waste of time, involving nothing more
than students watching in their English lessons the same soap operas
that they are watching anyway at home; these are likely to be the same
voices who would undervalue the use of student talk and improvised
drama, and who would have us believe that the only kind of language
study worth undertaking is the study of the grammar of sentences. For
the record, I believe that the study of the grammar of sentences is a
worthwhile activity, amid many other aspects of language study; I insist
that student talk is not a excuse for classroom disorder and incidental
chat; and I would not condone the giving up of English time to the
uncritical viewing of whole episodes of soap operas. It’s necessary for
me to say these things because the level of discourse at which some
powerful voices in the government and amongst the advisers who stand
behind them like to conduct the debate about the content of the English
curriculum is that of the crowd-pleasing sound-bite, not of serious
discussion.)
Thirdly, there’s the consideration of what I called ‘lead constituents’ in
the notes earlier. Every unit will have some organising principle, some
primary structure, around and within which the activities in the unit will
gather and cohere.
It’s likely that the lead constituent will be
represented, or at least suggested, by the unit’s title. I want to say
clearly that I don’t have a favourite lead constituent. I don’t think that
any one of the lead constituents I listed (text, task, genre, issue, theme
or the study of language itself) is inherently any better as an organising
principle than any other. I remember my own first desperate, flailing
attempts to teach English in south London; how grateful I was that the
department had designed, and continued to design, units of work around
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themes. For me, the drowning man, any form of floatation device was
welcome; I didn’t question its design. However, a few years later I
realised that an English curriculum which makes use of only one lead
constituent in the design of its units of work is thereby as impoverished
as a curriculum which leaves out one or more of the major dimensions
of English.
In my time in Shropshire, I have seen successful and less successful
lessons and sequences of lessons in which any of the six constituents
I’ve listed has been the lead. In particular, I’ve noticed that many
departments make significant or exclusive use of two of my lead
constituents: they are, to be sure, themes (the very same that stopped
me from drowning) and single texts, in nearly every case novels. I
want to say, respectfully, that a shared novel is one excellent basis on
which to organise a sequence of lessons; but a year in the life of a
secondary English student should not consist of one shared novel after
another, with all of his or her English work being derived from the
reading of these texts. Given my own early teaching experience, it
won’t surprise you to know that I recognise that themes can be useful
ways of providing contexts for a range of language activities; but if the
English curriculum is nothing but a succession of themes, the student
will legitimately ask, ‘Why are we doing this? Why have we suddenly
gone from ‘the unknown’ to ‘groups, gangs and mobs’?
So I suggest that a valuable task for departments reviewing the
organisation of the curriculum would be to ask: is there a sufficient
variety of lead constituents in the units of work we provide for students
as a year goes by? and are each of the major dimensions of English
sufficiently represented as we move from September to July?
I’ve mentioned the value of collaboration in curriculum planning within
a department. We could take the idea one step further, if you like, and
have groups in which teachers from more than one school get together
to plan. I’d be happy to facilitate this by providing a working space,
some reprographic support and some funding if any of you would like
to form such a group and have a proposal for particular units or
sequences of units you’d like to plan.
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How do we Most Effectively Intervene in our
Students’ Work to Help them Make Progress?
I want to offer here a clear distinction between assessment and
measurement. Measurement is something we all do, at least in the
GCSE years and quite probably, for reasons internal to the school,
before that. Measurement is represented by a number or a letter. The
number or the letter may bring joy, complacency, disappointment or
anxiety. What it will not do, however, is give the student any clear
sense of direction in the making of further progress or the overcoming
of particular difficulties. To do these essential things, we require
assessment. Put briefly, measurement is summative; assessment is, or
should be, formative.
I’m not going to say any more, here, about measurement. But I do want
to suggest some characteristics of effective assessment.
1.

The day-to-day assessment of students’ work should focus first and
foremost on content: on what the student as a writer or speaker is
telling us. We must act as real readers and listeners. It’s likely that
we also want to comment on difficulties, shortcomings or errors;
and we should. We will do that more effectively, and the students
will be in a better position to act on our advice, if we have
established clearly in their minds that we are interested in, and
have responded to, the content of their writing or spoken language.

2.

When we come to focus on difficulties, shortcomings or errors, we
should be selective. We should try to discern which are the
problems giving greatest trouble at the moment in question, and
concentrate on those. The undiscriminating correction of
everything which we perceive to be wrong with a student’s writing,
for example, particularly if this is done without much regard to the
content of the piece, will not greatly help the student, and is likely
to have a negative effect on his or her confidence and self-esteem
as a writer.

3.

Words, spoken or written, should be the principal currency we use
to assess students’ work. Words are subtler, more apt and more
individual than numbers or letters. If we want to or are required to
use numbers or letters as well, so be it; but not instead of words.
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I know that many of you already have in place systems of recordkeeping, which offer a longer-term perspective on students’ progress
than day-to-day assessment can. I’ve seen several of them, and I
congratulate you on them. The best of them are truly formative; they
imply a continuing conversation with the student; and they are
evidence-based. These are the three key characteristics, for me, of a
good record-keeping system. In case it’s helpful, let me offer you here
one model of record-keeping, for which I am greatly indebted to an
English department in south London. It has many similarities with the
best of the record-keeping systems I’ve seen in Shropshire. I hope that,
in whole or in part, it may be of use to departments designing or
revising their own system.
[I offered the teachers the article called ‘Record-keeping: One Model’,
which appears on page 90.]

Explaining what we’re Doing to the Outside
World
I don’t have a great deal to offer by way of detailed advice on this. I’ve
visited two or three schools when parents’ evenings have been held, and
I congratulate the English departments in those schools, which have
mounted impressive displays of teaching resources and of students’
work for parents to look at during the course of the evening. I know
that one department, in addition, has a termly evening event for parents
and school governors in which, over refreshments, members of the
department explain and illustrate how they handle a major dimension of
the English curriculum, such as the study of literature or the teaching of
writing. This is an admirable initiative.
One further thing you could consider: a booklet presenting, in
laypeople’s terms, the theory and practice of English teaching in your
school, with examples of lesson plans, teaching resources and students’
work. It could perhaps start with a general introduction outlining what
I might grandly call your philosophy of English teaching – a version of
the working theory I outlined earlier. You could organise it then, if you
liked, in three sections: lower school (years 7, 8 and 9); the GCSE
course; and the 6th-form courses, for those of you who have a 6th form.
I’m becoming too specific; forgive me. But I will just say that, if the
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whole school could decide to do this together, and English could be one
section of a larger publication, that would be better still.
However it’s done, the more clearly we can explain why we do what we
do to the community we serve, the better. And there is a benefit for us
too: somehow, having to put into laypeople’s terms the ideas with
which we habitually live at a professional level helps us to a clearer or
renewed grasp of the ideas themselves.

Chapter Eight

The Contest for the
National Curriculum for
English
The history of the last 40 years seems to show that, of all the major
areas of learning which constitute the school curriculum in the United
Kingdom, English has been the hardest to define and describe. It has
also been the area which has been most contested; and the contest has
many times been conducted before an audience far wider than the
active participants in that contest, represented on the one hand by
English teachers in secondary schools and teachers of language in
primary schools, together with their advisers and supporters; and on
the other hand by the government and its officials and advisers.
The most important arena for the contest, so far as schools in England,
Wales and Northern Ireland have been concerned, has been over the
definition and description of English as it was to be – and has been –
enshrined in law as the National Curriculum (in England and Wales)
and the Northern Ireland Curriculum (in that province). (In Scotland,
admirably, the authorities have achieved a national consensus on the
curriculum without the need for legislation as to its contents.)
The first two pieces in this section are commentaries, written from the
perspectives of 1989 and 1994/5 respectively, on the state of the contest
over the contents of the National Curriculum in England and Wales. I
am acutely aware that they are historical documents now. Much has
changed in the 17 years since I wrote the second. I spent some time
wondering whether or not it was worth bothering to include the pieces
in the website at all. In the end I decided to do so, partly because there
are historians of English teaching who might find them useful, and
partly because they contain arguments and – I hope – truths which
don’t lose all value merely because the contest has moved on and the
contestants are different individuals.
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I gave the first piece as a talk in July 1989 to a Language in Inner-City
Schools conference, held at the University of London Institute of
Education. From 1976 until the early 1990s the Language in InnerCity Schools network of teachers held conferences twice yearly in
which participants discussed all the key issues in English and language
teaching, particularly but not exclusively those faced by teachers in
urban schools. September 1989 saw the beginnings of the introduction
of the National Curriculum in England and Wales, a process which
within a few years would mean that there was a legally binding
curriculum for all 11 years of compulsory schooling. When I gave this
talk, the National Curriculum orders for English for 5- to 7-year-olds
(Key Stage 1) were already law, but there was still time for people to
respond to the government’s proposals for the English orders for older
pupils (Key Stages 2 to 4).

Taking on the National Curriculum
Of the various current interpretations of the position at which we have
now arrived with the National Curriculum for English, there are two in
particular which I want to challenge in what I have to say. The first is
the persistently gloomy one which sees the whole process as a
monolithic conspiracy by a tightly knit group of politically motivated
people, whose intentions we have no chance of influencing. According
to this view, we are currently being duped by what I might call ‘the
Dostoevsky effect’. (I’d like to acknowledge that it was Peter Traves
who told me about the Dostoevsky effect.) When poor Dostoevsky,
having been subjected to the macabre cruelty of a mock execution,
discovered after the event that he was still alive, he accepted the
prospect of imprisonment in Siberia, initially at 1east, with relief
bordering on anticipation. Mr Baker [Kenneth Baker, Secretary of
State for Education and Science in 1989, and the senior politician in the
Conservative government most closely identified with the introduction
of the National Curriculum] was never actually going to shoot us; he
just wanted to frighten us so we would accept his real plans more
meekly. I want to put an alternative inference on the extraordinary
events of the last few years.
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The government did get itself into a genuine mess over English from 5
to 16 and Responses to English from 5 to 16. [The first of these was a
1984 publication from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate containing brief
proposals for a national English curriculum which were largely
unwelcome to the majority of teachers. The second publication, in
1986, was a précis of the many responses, mostly critical, to the first.]
It was quite clear that the huge majority of teachers who were willing or
able to express views on the teaching of language and English had
views which recognised a reality more complex and more dynamic than
that which the government wished to recognise. The government,
prompted by the whisperers who stand behind it, had views which it
thought clear and downright, but which were actually hopelessly
confused and theoretically inept; all it knew was that the intention to
enforce clear, downright views had political mileage in it, and that the
mileage per gallon was greater in the case of language and English
teaching than in any other area of the curriculum.

From Kingman to Cox
The Kingman Committee was convened to give academic and official
respectability to government prejudice. I’m not going to discuss the
Kingman Report’s failings, contradictions, obscurities or saving graces
in detail; we did that a year ago. [The Kingman Report was published in
1988.] What was quite clear at the time of its publication was that,
whatever we thought of it, it hadn’t given the government what it
wanted; hence Mr Baker’s famous first ever usage of the word
‘interesting’ as a term of disapprobation when he commented on the
report. He might well have reflected, reading it through, that it had
hardly been worth the trouble of setting the committee up, and letting
English get half a step behind the other two core subjects [mathematics
and science] in the National Curriculum preparations, for all the benefit
it had brought him. But, of course, if you’re the government (certainly
if you’re this government) you don’t admit in public that you’ve
changed your mind, that there was more in this than met the eye, that
political expediency and educational and linguistic reality are hard to
match up. Mr Baker persisted, and wrote, or had written for him, the
terms of reference for the Cox Committee [the committee which drew
up the proposals for the National Curriculum for English, published in
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1988 and 1989] (let’s give him the benefit of the doubt and say he wrote
them himself; he likes to be thought of as a writer). I quote from
paragraph 3: ‘The Kingman Committee has made recommendations for
attainment targets for knowledge about language at the ages of 7, 11
and 16. The Working Group [that is, the Cox Committee] should build
on these to recommend attainment targets covering the grammatical
structure of the English language.’
Now, whatever the shortcomings of those Kingman attainment targets
for knowledge about language (and they were one of the weakest parts
of the document and my guess is that the Cox Committee put them
diplomatically on one side) they did not make the mistake (and nor did
the report as a whole) of imagining that the only significant constituent
of knowledge about language is grammar. But grammar was what Mr
Baker wanted. It was at that point in the argument one of the key
words, one of the carriers of myth from the government’s point of view.
There was one other carrier of myth as well as grammar, also beginning
with a ‘gr’, and that was great literature. The same paragraph from the
terms of reference continues with a precarious linking sentence which
tries to join grammar to great literature in one movement. ‘But,’ it says,
‘English comprises both language and literature, including poetry and
drama.’ We can agree with that. And then: ‘The Working Group’s
recommendations on learning about language’ – for which, in Mr
Baker’s dictionary, read ‘grammar’ – ‘and its use should draw on the
English literary heritage;’ – so you get your grammar from your
heritage – ‘should promote the reading of great literature and the
knowledge and appreciation of literature; and should indicate the types
of literature which all pupils should cover in the course of their studies.’
I’ve only got half an hour and so I shall have to telescope the part of the
argument which says of course we have a responsibility to see that
children encounter magnificent literature in their education, we need a
broad definition of what constitutes magnificent literature, and what we
regard as magnificent literature will sometimes overlap with Mr
Baker’s literary canon while also including a great deal of material he’s
never heard of; and, so far as grammar is concerned, while we are sure
that competence precedes analysis, convinced that children don’t
become better writers or speakers by being offered analytic models of
the syntax of sentences, we also understand, in a more general way, that
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good language education involves reflection on language as well as use
of language. But the point is, to get into the argument that I’ve just
telescoped is to take it seriously, and the government wasn’t interested
in a serious argument. It was interested in the political potential of
populist myth, combined perhaps with a sentimental feeling that the
kind of education in English which Mr Baker and Mrs Thatcher
remember with fondness from two generations ago would be the best
thing for everybody now.

The Achievement of the Cox Report
I’ve dwelt on this for a while because it’s easy to lose our long-term
(not that long-term, actually; let’s say our medium-term) political
memories in the welter of the present. We might have got a language
and English curriculum including the separate teaching of grammar as a
major element, and including the instruction that we should all teach
certain works of great literature to children of particular ages. That
wasn’t the Dostoevsky trick, all that talk about Animal Farm for the
whole country at 11, Little Dorrit ditto at 15, and the subordinate clause
ditto at 8. That was an example of the great dangers at hand when great
power, great opinionation and great ignorance combine, and there are
examples in other areas of social policy in our country at the moment of
the consequences of carrying that combination through to its
conclusion. But we didn’t get what Mr Baker had in mind. We got
something enormously better than that, something within which we can
see the kinds of classrooms which people here want to manage and
promote. (I have some significant reservations about major themes
within the document as a whole; I shall come to two of those later. I
also have, as I’m sure we all do, various detailed criticisms about
elements within the profile components. For example, if we look at
Key Stage 1 of the writing profile component, we can see a lot of good
material, but also a large, unresolved contradiction between different
views of the teaching of writing.)
There are various people to thank for the fact that the Cox Report has,
however, salvaged as much as it has. Not least are those on the Cox
Committee itself who argued for a description of language and English
teaching which we share, and turned those arguments into prose; one or
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two members of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate, I suspect, exercised
benevolent and unattributable influence; lots of people, including
people here, sent in evidence.
But I want to make a wider
acknowledgement than that and one whose political lessons are longerlasting.
It’s about creating common sense.
If enough people
consistently and open-mindedly develop, promote and practise a certain
understanding of learning; if enough people have a shared view about
the kinds of societies which classrooms should be, and the kind of
influence on society which they want its future citizens to exert; and if
they – we – manage to articulate that vision, then we feed a process
whereby the daring insight, the eccentric proposition, becomes, over
time, the major body of common sense. I think that the group of people
of which this gathering is a not insignificant sample has achieved and is
achieving that, so that when however reactionary a government
attempts to impose its will, it discovers (the smaller point) that it’s hard
to assemble and vet committees that can be trusted to do its bidding,
and (the larger point) that out there among professional educators, by
far the largest body of articulated thought (whatever differences of
emphasis or even disagreements there may be within that body) stands
in opposition to its preferences.
So that’s my first point; I want to challenge the deterministic
interpretation, if you like. We haven’t been duped; we haven’t been
blindfolded. We can recognise in the National Curriculum for English
many ideas and practices which, we feel, belong to us; and to that
extent it represents, so far, a significant victory. Incidentally, I haven’t
forgotten that only one Key Stage of it is actual law, and that there’s a
lot to play for between now and when the other Key Stages become
law. My own feeling, however, is that the sentence in paragraph 5 of
the Secretaries of State’s [those for Education and Science and for
Wales] proposal statement at the beginning of the document is
significant: ‘We are satisfied that the Group’s recommendations
represent a sound basis for legislation and we propose no changes.’
Why is that? Because Mr Baker (and possibly even Mr Walker) have
been convinced? Of course not. It’s because the political mileage per
gallon of squabbling over principles and details of the English
curriculum has dramatically reduced. There’s a hole in the tank
somewhere, in spite of the Prince of Wales’s recent attempt to plug it [at
about this time, the Prince of Wales made a widely reported speech
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bemoaning national standards of literacy, and blaming current teaching
methods for a decline from the traditional excellence which he believed
had previously existed], and the mileage is now to be made elsewhere,
possibly not just outside English but outside education altogether.
That brings me to the second interpretation of the current position that I
want to challenge. What I’ve said so far has been, largely, upbeat.
What I’m going to say next will be largely downbeat. There’s been
quite a lot of what you might call cheering up the population going on
in local education authorities recently: a kind of wartime home-front
propaganda exercise. Most typically, in a teachers’ centre in an LEA
somewhere, an adviser is saying to a group of primary language coordinators, ‘It’s all right. You’re doing it already.’ Now it may be true,
indeed it’s the logical extension of what I said a moment ago about
ideas and practices in the National Curriculum for English belonging to
us, that if we confine ourselves to language and English (rather than
considering the whole curriculum) and if we confine ourselves to the
curriculum (rather than also considering what the government calls
assessment but which is actually, largely, measurement) then many of
us are doing it already and are glad of the support which those sections
of the yellow booklets and ring-binder folders are bringing us.
However, there is one monstrous problem which affects primary
teachers in particular and infant teachers most urgently, and another
hardly less monstrous problem which affects all teachers equally but,
again, infants teachers most urgently.

The Overcrowded Primary Curriculum
The first problem is a result of the extraordinary fact that there has
been, to put it at its most practical, no such thing as a working group on
the primary curriculum, set up with the same official status as the
subject working groups. The primary curriculum has been conceived,
first and foremost, as a load of subjects, and you only have to read
paragraph 16 of Mr Baker’s supplementary guidance to the Cox
Committee to see the plainest example of that: ‘In framing your
recommendations, you should assume that on average eight periods a
week are available for English in the primary phase...’ What an
amazing assumption to be asked to make! All the more amazing
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because, of course, in the folk-mythology of these things, British
primary schools are supposed to have been famous for decades for
kinds of curriculum organisation and associated classroom method
which didn’t make that assumption, and British governments have been
happy for visitors to come from all over the world to have a look at how
they did do things.
So we have no authoritative statement which recognises that there are a
number of choices available to primary schools about the best means of
organising a curriculum so as to provide a coherent breadth and balance
of activities and experiences; by which I don’t mean one correct way of
doing it, but some positive models drawn from existing primary
curricula. That should have been the first thing that happened, and then
it would have been possible to affect both the quantity of content being
proposed by the subject working groups, and the manner in which that
content would hold together or stand separately in the primary
curriculum. As it is, the Cox Committee has been exemplary so far by
comparison with other working groups in the modesty of its demands,
and in recognising the fact that many of the demands can be fulfilled
across a wide swathe of the curriculum, because of the nature of
language. But the image I have of the space which is to be occupied by
the primary curriculum is of a kind of wrestling ring where a match
involving teams of tag wrestlers is rapidly getting out of control: here
we have the heavyweight teams of science and maths, with 17 and 14
attainment targets respectively already passed into law; then English
with its modest and potentially cross-curricular five; now design and
technology with four more; and history will be along in a minute,
another team of attainment targets climbing into the ring waving the
Union Jack; meanwhile the poor old primary teacher, the referee, is
trying to impose some order on this maul, while someone like me is
shouting from outside the ring, ‘It’s all right! You’re doing it already…
The geography team, is it? Seven attainment targets? This way,
please.’
Now, in the short term, I don’t see any relief in sight. My guess is that
the thing will be seen to be unworkable, and that a successor to Mr
Baker will have to invoke the power which the Secretary of State has to
make revisions to the National Curriculum from time to time, and that
the effect of those revisions will simply be a crude reduction of the
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amount of content which science and maths in particular have asked for
at the first two Key Stages. I doubt very much whether the primary
curriculum will be treated as an entity at the level of law; indeed, the
government might say, rightly as it happens, that statutory instruments
are not the means by which matters of curriculum organisation should
be decided. It would be a great relief if thoughtful non-statutory
guidance from people who know about primary curriculum organisation
were available and officially published. In the meantime, and coming
back to language, the one thing to keep in mind is that the contexts for
language use which primary teachers provide for their pupils must be
varied in time-scale, in the scope of the connections they make between
English and other areas of the curriculum, and in their design. There
isn’t time to attend to this properly, so I’m just going to say one thing.
To put it negatively, the teacher trying to impose order on the mounting
confusion of the demands of the National Curriculum should not feel
that the only hope is the topic web; that if we squeeze everything into a
series of cross-curricular themes, at least we’ll manage. That’s not to
say, of course, that the cross-curricular theme, topic or study is not a
very powerful mode of curriculum organisation in the primary school.
It is, or it can be. It’s to say that we need a range of contexts for
language use which includes that one but is not confined to it; that
poetry, story, drama or media education, for example, can exist for their
own sakes and without prior justification.

Difficulties with the Proposed Assessment
System
The second, hardly less monstrous problem is to do with assessment;
which, as I’ve said, mainly means measurement so far as the
government is concerned. The English working group had very little
room for manoeuvre here. It had to accept the framework of 10 levels
designed by the Task Group on Assessment and Testing; it was not
allowed to register protest at the idea that, sometime in the 1990s, a
system of testing would begin to produce aggregates of scores which
schools would be obliged competitively to publish for their pupils at 11,
14 and 16 and recommended so to do at 7. If the group had tried to
propose something else, it would simply have been dismissed and
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replaced by another committee. So, like the English working group,
I’m not going to engage in a critique of the TGAT framework; I am
going to suggest one or two things we can usefully do now.
The first concerns the fact that there was obviously pressure on the
working group to present not just the statements of attainment but also
the programmes of study level by level. There’s a compromise in the
report. General provisions for programmes of study are linked only to
Key Stages; but detailed previsions are linked to levels.
The
programmes of study, unlike the statements of attainment, are supposed
to describe the curriculum in broad terms. Now there are two major
difficulties in linking programmes of study to levels. First, classrooms
will, by definition of the schooling system we have, contain children
working towards different levels (in the horrid parlance which we’re
obliged to drop into), unless we all go over to the sort of system which,
we read, Mr Naismith [then Director of Education in the London
Borough of Wandsworth] is considering for Wandsworth and which,
perhaps, Mr Baker would prefer for us all, whereby children are
grouped by level and not by age. I don’t think it’ll come to that,
nationally. That’s a guess, but I don’t think it will. Assuming we
continue to group children by age, we have a choice. The first choice is
to stream children of the same age group by attainment as measured by
levels, whether in separate classes or in groups in the same class. I
should think that no one in this room would want to do that. The
second choice is to recognise that classrooms operate best as
communities, and that while this doesn’t mean, shouldn’t mean, that
everybody is always doing the same thing at the same time, there still
needs to be a communality of activity in the classroom; when pupils are
doing different things, it should not only be because they’re working at
different levels of attainment. Put briefly, we wish to design and offer a
curriculum which includes, not sub-divides, our children.
The second difficulty in linking programmes of study to levels lies in
the content of the programmes of study themselves. Let us take the
programmes of study for the knowledge-about-language strand of
attainment targets 1, 2 and 3, levels 5 to 10. (Let us, by the by,
congratulate the working group on the fact that knowledge about
language is so vastly dissimilar from what Mr Baker intended it to be in
his original terms of reference.) You simply can’t say, to take the
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speaking and listening profile component, that teaching which
encourages ‘discussion of vocabulary that is specific to local
communities… or to certain occupations’ (level 5) is concerned with
an inherently simpler matter than teaching which demonstrates ‘how
speech ranges from intimate or casual spontaneous conversation...
through discussion, commentary and debate to more formal
forms’ (leve1 9), or than teaching which communicates ‘that attitudes to
Standard English and to non-standard varieties… can be based on
stereotypes and prescriptive judgement’ (level 10). The teaching of any
of these topics might be simpler or might be more sophisticated; but
nobody is seriously going to insist that the discussion of attitudes to
dialects is something only suitable for pupils capable of getting the
equivalent of a GCSE grade A or better. Now I’m sure that the working
group knows this perfectly well, and I’m not going to labour the point; I
could have chosen similar examples, not just from the knowledge about
language strand, but from elsewhere in the programmes of study. In our
responses to the current document we should say loud and clear that the
programmes of study should be linked to Key Stages, not tied in to
levels. Even linking to Key Stages brings a measure of arbitrariness
about where you draw lines, but not the unworkable arbitrariness which
tying in with levels brings.

Internal Assessment
The next thing we can do concerns internal, continuous assessment (and
here the word ‘assessment’ is properly used). Whatever happens about
the production of Standard Assessment Tasks [the system of external
national testing which would shortly be introduced], we need to make
sure that the kinds of framework for internal, continuous assessment
that we use and recommend exemplify the principles on which, for
example, the Inner London Education Authority Primary Language
Record is based, and which inform other, similar recording frameworks.
These principles are just as appropriate to secondary as to primary
schools. To reiterate them briefly: a recording framework should be
based on children’s language use in the normal, everyday curriculum; it
will, therefore, owe its existence to conversations between teacher and
child, and teacher and parent; it should use words to look back and look
forward; it should accumulate evidence of children’s language use; it
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should give status to children’s own views of the curriculum and of
their progress within it; it should reflect the importance of the language
children use at home, so – in the case of bi- or multilingual children –
recognising and describing their competence and development in all the
languages they know. It looks at the moment as if the School
Examinations and Assessment Council is not going to accept the
English working group’s recommendation that ‘a common national
format for record-keeping should be devised and employed’. In the
absence of a common format, there will of course be a scramble – there
already is a scramble – by some publishers to offer systems for recordkeeping, and the ones I’ve seen so far have all the failings that we
might have expected: many boxes, quickly and easily ticked according
to series of pre-formulated criteria, but little support for a meaningful
description of an individual child’s actual achievement.
One more thing on assessment. Like the matter of programmes of
study and levels, this needs an immediate and loud response during the
present consultation. Paragraph 14.24 in the chapter on assessment in
the Cox Report begins: ‘We are aware that the arrangements whereby
GCSE is awarded on the basis of 100% coursework in English have
been much welcomed by teachers. (That is a misleading sentence, of
course. You can do 100% coursework GCSE English, but nobody is
obliged to.) However, we recognise also that some anxieties have
arisen from these arrangements on account of the scope for outside
assistance with coursework.’ What this second sentence means is that
the Secretary of State thinks there is a serious problem of cheating. The
working group feels obliged to recommend at the end of the paragraph
that assessment at 16 should involve, in addition to the GCSE,
‘Standard Assessment Tasks including end-of-course assessment and
written examinations’. That would be a terrible overload, and a retreat
from what has been achieved at GCSE currently. GCSE examinations,
revised where necessary to take account of programmes of study and
statements of attainment for Key Stage 4, and incorporating a
controlled-conditions element in the coursework, are a perfectly
adequate instrument by which to report on children’s achievements in
language at 16, and we should say so.
I’ve descended to detail. I do assert, before leaving the topic of
assessment, that to describe children’s progress in English by the
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proposed system of levels is mad, and that the competitive publication
of aggregate scores, school by school, is bad. It’s not an accident, of
course; it’s the deliberate outworking of a major element of government
ideology.
I want in conclusion to come to two of the significant reservations
about the Cox Report I mentioned towards the end of the upbeat section
of this talk. These are to do with Standard English and with
bilingualism. Before I offer some critical opinions on these two topics,
I want readily to acknowledge that there is all the difference in the
world between standing on a platform in the company of people I
regard as friends, colleagues and allies and making rhetorical
flourishes, and sitting in a room in the Department of Education and
Science in the company of civil servants whose job it is to tell you as
soon as you depart from your terms of reference, and to advise you as
to what the Secretary of State will or will not accept. It doesn’t always
stop with the Secretary of State, either. I’m told that the Prime
Minister’s own blue pencil went over some of the references to
Standard English in the working group’s draft. I’ll say something about
this topic first.

The Standard English Argument
I thought that the English 5-11 document [the interim report of the Cox
Committee], which we saw last November [that is, in autumn 1988],
made a judicious distinction between written and spoken language. It
argued that ‘the development of children’s ability to produce written
Standard English is unquestionably a responsibility of the English
curriculum’ (paragraph 4.13). It went on to argue, in paragraphs 4.14 to
4.16, a position summed up by the statement that ‘…it is unrealistic to
require children to speak Standard English in the classroom if it is not
their native dialect, because many aspects of spoken production are
automatic and below the level of conscious control.’ By the time we
get to the June 1989 document, the position has hardened (and
incidentally the argument about grammar teaching has been stuck into
the chapter on Standard English for some reason; it shouldn’t be there
and it doesn’t help the clarity). I’m not suggesting that the working
group has independently changed its mind; it seems to have been leaned
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on in its recommendations for older children. Close reading of the
position reveals shifts of emphasis as the argument progresses, which
strongly suggest that more than one hand has been at work; and there
are still, to be fair, numerous carefully made points about the
importance of a person’s speech forms to his or her individual and
social identity, and about the need not to introduce spoken Standard
English too early.
But it’s hard, in reading the argument as a whole, to get away from the
likely implications of the first of the two points printed in bold type in
paragraph 4.4 at the argument’s outset: ‘…all pupils should learn, and if
necessary be explicitly taught, Standard English’. The second point
immediately concedes that schools must make up their own minds
about how best to do this. But just in case we missed the bold type the
first time, the very next paragraph repeats: ‘We wish to emphasise the
first of these points as firmly as possible.’ If we look at the statements
of attainment for speaking and listening, we find an introductory
paragraph right at the top which says: ‘…from level 7, pupils should be
using Standard English, wherever appropriate, to meet the statements of
attainment’. (50% of this requirement is of course already being met
without the sledgehammer of the law, since the attainment target is for
speaking and listening, and it seems an oddity at least to require in law
that pupils listen in Standard English.) If we turn to the programme of
study for speaking and listening, point (iii) of paragraph 15.38 says that
pupils working towards level 7 and beyond ‘who do not speak
[Standard English] as a native dialect should be helped to extend their
language competence so that they can use Standard English with
confidence.’ At that point, forgive me, the argument on this very
complex matter is suggesting something close to a kind of dialectal
speech therapy. Let’s just recall one or two key facts.
Leaving accent out of the discussion, the overwhelming majority of
speakers of English share an enormous common ground of lexis and
grammar. Furthermore, those speakers who have access to nonstandard forms of lexis and grammar also learn, often unconsciously,
their Standard English equivalents. They code-switch, or continuumslide. They don’t learn to do this principally as a result of conscious
instruction by the teacher. They learn as a result of their varied
experience of the social contexts of language use, of which the
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classroom is certainly one, as is the playground, and the street, and the
family, and what they read, and what they watch on television. If we
are saying that, on top of this socially made process, which I don’t want
to suggest, incidentally, is an uncomplicatedly benevolent one, if we are
saying that the law should make teachers anxious that, from level 7
upwards, they should be spotting and pointing out to children those
occasional instances where the construction of speech below the level
of conscious control has eluded the code-switching process which is in
any case at work – instances which, of course, don’t for a moment
interfere with mutual comprehension; then, for me, the law has gone
too far.
The right way to square the circle, if you like, of upholding respect for a
speaker’s home dialect when that is not Standard English, while also
helping him or her to understand the differences between that dialect
and Standard English, is to teach about dialectal diversity, social and
geographical, within the knowledge-about-language element of the
English curriculum. Then it can be regarded as a matter of genuine
interest for the class as a whole, rather than as a problem for particular
individuals.

Bilingual Children
Lastly, bilingual children. The Cox Report says in paragraph 2.7: ‘It is
not within our brief to make recommendations about the teaching of
other languages.’ That mundane truth is the main reason, as I
understand it, why there is nothing of any detail in the report about the
responsibility of schools to recognise and help to maintain and develop
home languages other than English. There are, admittedly, a number of
general observations that bilingualism is a good thing: ‘The presence
of large numbers of bilingual and biliterate children in the community
should be seen as an enormous resource which ought to become more,
not less, important to the British economy [the economy, notice] in the
next few years.’ (paragraph 2.11) ‘...it would be a great loss if pupils’
knowledge of a range of other languages [than English] was to decline.’
(paragraph 10.2) ‘[The presence of bilingual children in our schools]
represents a very great pool of linguistic competence.’ (paragraph 10.4)
However, the report as it stands, unable as the working group may have
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been to help the matter, divorces discussion of how to help developing
bilingual children learn English from how to help them (and bilingual
children already fluent in English) maintain and develop home
languages other than English. That is deeply unsatisfactory, because we
know that, in schools and local education authorities which have
seriously addressed this challenge, the two go together. The report,
perhaps a little defensively, anticipates criticism on the inconsistency of
its position with regard to home languages other than English in
England in comparison with the position (not its position) with regard
to Welsh in Welsh-medium schools or classes. It says: ‘The positions
are not comparable.
I n Wa l e s , We l s h i s a n o ff i c i a l
language.’ (paragraph 10.9) Well, we can agree with the bare truth of
that statement, but we might also want to remark that Welsh wasn’t
always an official language in Wales; there was a time when it was an
unofficial, a persecuted, a banned language in Wales; so the statement
begs a large political question.
I don’t think there’s any doubt that, while the communities of speakers
of home languages other than English all recognise the entitlement and
need of their children to learn English; and while there is debate about
the role of home languages as media of instruction in schools in
England; there is a large amount of agreement on the right of children
to receive, as an element of the curriculum, properly resourced teaching
which maintains and develops their home language. Where that right
appears in the orders and instruments of a piece of law is not important;
whether it is discussed as part of the Cox Report, or by the modern
languages working group, or somewhere else, is not the central point;
the central point is that the right should be officially discussed and then
officially recognised. We should continue to press for that. It’s
interesting, when we turn to the chapter in the Cox Report on English in
Wales, how obvious it is that ‘The eventual aim of teaching both Welsh
and English to pupils in primary schools is a degree of bilingualism
which represents a worthwhile educational achievement at the age of 11
and which can be the basis for further progress in secondary
school.’ (paragraph 13.2) It’s also interesting to see the evidence cited
in paragraph 13.4 that ‘the great majority of pupils in Welsh-medium
schools achieve a satisfactory degree of bilingualism by the age of 11’
and that ‘there are no significant differences between the performance
at 11 in English of pupils educated mainly through Welsh and other
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pupils (whether the latter are in schools in Wales or elsewhere in the
UK).’ That’s powerful evidence indeed for those people who believe
that, in schools containing a very high proportion of children speaking a
single home language other than English, that language should be a
medium of instruction in parts of the curriculum in the early years.
So far as the learning of English as a second language is concerned –
the part of this topic which was within the working group’s brief –
naturally we welcome further official support for ESL provision in the
mainstream, for the clear distinction of ESL learners from children with
special needs, for the assertion that bilingual children’s knowledge and
experience of language can be a great asset in the classroom. These
precepts, however, break no new ground for us.
Literally and
metaphorically, the chapter on bilingualism is thin, as are a number of
other chapters on topics not regarded by the government as central.
And there’s this terrible tailing off when the child’s developing
bilingualism comes up against the mono-focus of the committee’s terms
of reference: ‘The results of assessment [of a developing bilingual child
in English] should be part of a continuing process of recording a pupil’s
stages of language development…’ (paragraph 10.8), but nothing is said
about the recording of development in more than one language. ‘…
there may be a need for bilingual teaching support and for books and
other written material to be available in the pupil’s mother tongues until
such time as they are competent in English’ (paragraph 10.10); what
about the use of bilingual resources once pupils are competent in
English? ‘A civilized respect for other languages’ to quote the fine
phrase from Kingman Report, which Cox also quotes, has a long way to
go yet before it stops being a fine phrase and becomes a practical
reality.

In Conclusion…
So there we are. Thanks for being level 10 listeners. Whether or not I
would have got level 10 for this written-out speech depends on whether
you think I’ve achieved any ‘felicitous or striking effects e.g. by the
choice of unusual, apt and vivid vocabulary’. I probably wouldn’t even
have achieved level 9, since that requires ‘a recognition that there can
be merit in brevity’.
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The Introduction of the National
Curriculum for English
This second piece was written for an international readership, and so
goes over ground which is familiar to those who have been involved in
the debates and contests over the content of the National Curriculum
for English in England and Wales. It was written in late 1994 and
updated in early 1995, but not published until 1997, in Handbook of
Research on Teaching Literacy through the Communicative and Visual
Arts, edited by James Flood, Shirley Brice Heath and Diane Lapp,
published by Macmillan.
I feel the need to repeat a warning which I gave in the overall
introduction to the website. This piece re-uses, sometimes with
variations, passages of writing which appear in the first piece in this
chapter, and in the chapters on the teaching of reading and on
knowledge about language.
I have kept these passages here
nonetheless, since the argument of the piece wouldn’t work without
them. Readers will quickly skip material they have already encountered
elsewhere.

The History of the Legislation
In 1988, the government of the United Kingdom passed the Education
Reform Act. Among other measures, the act announced the introduction
of a National Curriculum, with an assessment and testing system, for
children between the ages of 5 and 16 in state schools in England and
Wales.
(Private schools are not obliged to follow the National
Curriculum.) Parallel arrangements introduced a statutory curriculum
in Northern Ireland. In Scotland, the authorities decided to pursue the
goal of a national consensus on the curriculum without legislation, and
this has been achieved. The National Curriculum in England and Wales
includes nine subjects. Three of these subjects, English, mathematics
and science, are described as core subjects.
The curriculum orders for English are substantially the work of a
committee established by the government in 1988 and chaired by
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Professor Brian Cox. The Cox Committee’s report drew on the work of
another committee established by the government in 1987 and chaired
by Sir John Kingman, which had the previous year published a report
offering a model of the English language for teachers and attempting to
answer the question, ‘What do teachers need to know about language?’
The National Curriculum for English and its assessment arrangements
took effect in schools from September 1989. In 1992, the government
ordered a revision of the curriculum orders for English. In 1993, it
ordered a further revision of the orders for all National Curriculum
subjects. The further revised orders were published in January 1995.
They will take effect in schools from September 1995 for key stages 1
to 3 (that is, for children aged 5 to 14) and from September 1996 for
key stage 4 (that is, for young people aged 14 to 16). The government
currently promises that there will be no further revision to the National
Curriculum for five years from 1995.

Where we’ve Been as Language Educators
In order to set these bald facts in the context of language teaching and
learning, I’m going to offer a summary, using headlines only, of the
main lines of progress in language education, as I see them, in the
United Kingdom over 25 years. The ideas in the summary will, I guess,
be familiar to most readers; 25 years ago, they were new to all but a few
pioneering language educators in the English-speaking world. In the
intervening time, there has been a constant dual effort amongst
enquiring English teachers: both to generate new insights and, as
important and in recent years more important, to defend those insights
and their practical outworkings against ignorant and destructive attacks.
The energies we have brought to language education have moved us
beyond:
•

the exercise of language as a set of drills and routines, divorced
from real acts of communication and comprehension;

•

the idea that language is in itself neutral, value-free;

•

a curriculum of short tasks, each apparently unconnected with what
had preceded or what would follow;
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•

the setting of tasks within which the student had little or no
control;

•

a tendency to value the written language over the spoken;

•

classrooms of isolated individuals performing competitively
against each other and only for the teacher;

•

the assumption that the teacher’s role is simply to issue instructions
to students to do things with language, and then make judgements
on what they have done;

•

an overriding preoccupation with correctness;

•

a narrow range of formats and purposes for language use;

•

monocultural, monolingual assumptions.

By the same token, our energies have taken us towards:
•

the use of language as an expression of the desire to mean,
achieved in real acts of communication and comprehension;

•

an awareness of what social purposes people use language for, and
what representations of the world are constructed for them through
language;

•

a curriculum with a shape and sequence to it, understood by
teachers and learners;

•

the setting of tasks within which students have the opportunity to
make decisions about what to say, read and write, and how best to
plan their work;

•

a recognition that speech, as language in its primary mode, is
inherently valuable and must be the basis on which competence in
reading and writing is built;

•

classrooms where students can collaborate with each other, and
criticise and admire each other’s work;

•

the assumption that the teacher is involved in the work of the
classroom as a user of language, albeit with special expertise, and
is prepared to write, read, listen and talk along with the students;

•

a primary concern with the substance of what students say, read
and write, and how they apprehend the meaning of what others say,
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read and write, with a concern for control of conventions following
from that;
•

a broad variety of formats and purposes for language use;

•

multicultural and multilingual expectations.

It is easy to abuse the past. The past is not here to answer back. Since
language education began, there have been teachers who have helped
their students to a confident control of their language and to a sense of
how to use it to interpret and affect the world, whether or not those
teachers would have described what they did in terms quite like those
on my second list. However, I do think that the understandings in the
second list have been achieved much more widely now than they had
been a generation ago.

English as a Political Instrument
Despite this progress, there are still numerous classrooms and schools
which have not moved far away from the kinds of practices on my first
list. The reason is not that there has been no recent activity in
curriculum development in English on the part of government, teachers
and other professionals in language education; there has been much.
Part of the reason is that language education has been in the last decade
the subject of a conflict between government and professionals,
between those with power but without much knowledge and those with
knowledge but without much power. I am sorry to say that the
government in the United Kingdom has used the teaching of English –
and in particular its ability through the media to manipulate public
perceptions of how effectively English is taught in the schools – as a
political instrument.
I am a supporter of the principle of a national curriculum, which I think
should apply both to state and to private schools. Government and
professionals should be able to agree about the broad framework of
knowledge, understanding and skills within which teaching and
learning should take place. For one thing, we teachers know more than
we did about language learning, and if these fundamental insights are
evident in the broad framework, they have a powerful capacity to
encourage better teaching and discourage worse. For another thing, I
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believe that all our students have a common right to the kinds of
activities and experiences which a curriculum based on these
fundamental insights can provide, though to put something into a piece
of law does not in itself guarantee that common right.
In the mid-1980s, however, when the government first had the idea of a
national curriculum, it had no intention of promoting what I will call a
meaning-making approach to language learning. It wanted a back-tobasics curriculum, with an admixture of great literature for the older
students, which it hoped would sweep aside what it regarded as a
dubious progressivism which had infected all areas of the curriculum,
but most particularly English.
It had neither respect for nor
understanding of fundamental insights about language learning. (As an
aside, it is fascinating to see how the words ‘fundamental’ and ‘basic’
have acquired such different connotations in education.)
The
government usually preferred to listen to a tiny group of unofficial
voices given considerable influence on educational policy-making,
through an overlapping network of think-tanks and policy units whose
musings went into pamphlets which had privileged access to ministers’
desks and to the front pages of newspapers.
Let me give examples. All the English teachers I have met believe, as
does the government, that students should be introduced to magnificent
literature. The phrase ‘magnificent literature’ is a category which will
sometimes overlap with the conventional definition of the literary
canon, while also including material which governments are unlikely to
have heard of. Like the government, English teachers believe that
students should be helped to a confident control of the conventions of
written language. But in the United Kingdom, English teachers have
come to the realisation that all the topics of genuine debate within
English – for example, the question of what counts as literature, or of
how to foster students’ developing control of the writing system, or of
what constitutes effective initial teaching of reading, or of the variety of
accents, dialects and languages spoken by students and the special role
of Standard English amid that variety, or of the extent to which English
teaching should consider media texts, including some of the products of
popular culture, or of the use of grammatical terminology in teaching –
all these topics are regularly parodied and sloganised with a constant
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eye to the political advantage of striking a particular public posture,
regardless of its truth value.

The National Curriculum for English in Brief
Despite this, the requirements of the National Curriculum for English
currently in force do, on the whole, promote a meaning-making
approach to language learning – something not dissimilar in principle to
the points on my second list – although there are numerous detailed
criticisms to be made of omissions, contradictions and inconsistencies.
Here is a summary (necessarily very selective) of the requirements of
the National Curriculum for English in England.

Key Stage 1 (5- to 7-year-olds)
Speaking and Listening
•

Offer a variety of planned situations and activities which:
- encourage the development of pupils’ ability to describe
experiences, state information, express opinions, articulate
feelings;
-

•

encourage the development of pupils’ powers of concentration
and sense of appropriate response – their grasp of how speakers
and listeners behave towards each other.

Use a full range of groupings and audiences, from pairs to large
groups, involving adults as well as pupils.

Reading
•

Show children how to make sense of texts using the whole range of
psycholinguistic cues. Emphasise meaning.

•

Make available the widest possible range of engaging and
appropriate reading material.

•

Develop the partnership between home and school.

•

Show children how reading and writing developed independently.
Use reading to enrich oral work and drama. Encourage the
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beginnings of explicit understanding of structure and conventions
in written texts.

Writing
•

Make connections between children’s spoken language and their
developing sense of the nature of writing.

•

Give children an understanding of the composition process:
planning, drafting, changing, polishing.

•

Give children models of, and invite them to try for themselves, a
wide variety of kinds of writing. See that writing reaches a varied
readership.

•

Pay attention to spelling, punctuation and layout in the context of
children’s own writing.

•

Foster a comfortable and legible handwriting style.

•

Encourage an awareness of some of the functions of writing.
Encourage play with written language.

•

Teach some grammatical terms in the context of discussion of
children’s writing.

Key Stage 2 (8- to 11-year-olds)
Speaking and Listening
•

Provide opportunities for children to increase the complexity,
clarity and precision of their spoken language in situations and
activities across the whole curriculum.

•

Develop children’s spoken responses to fiction, non-fiction, poetry
and plays.

•

Give children a more developed understanding of the possibilities
for and demands on spoken language brought about by working in
groups.

•

Give children opportunities to reflect on their own effectiveness in
the use of spoken language.

•

Discuss variations of accent and dialect in English. Teach about
the forms and functions of Standard English.
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Reading
•

Show children how to read different kinds of texts (e.g. fiction,
poetry, databases, information books) in different ways.
Encourage active research reading of information texts.

•

Continue to provide a widening repertoire of reading material.

•

Provide guidance for children in reflecting, in speech and in
writing, on their reading.

•

Encourage different kinds of performance reading.

•

Discuss texts with children which make playful or imaginative use
of language (e.g. advertisements, word games, graffiti).

Writing
•

Help children to develop a firmer control of structure and
organisation in the different kinds of writing they attempt.

•

Provide contexts for the use of writing as a tool of learning across
the whole curriculum.

•

See that children’s writing reaches a varied readership.

•

Teach about the special role of Standard English in writing, and
about occasions on which writers will deliberately use nonstandard forms. Teach something about the history of writing.

•

Help children to develop a more advanced understanding and
control of spelling, punctuation and layout in the context of their
own writing.

•

Foster a comfortable, legible and fluent handwriting style.

Key Stages 3 and 4 (12- to 16-year-olds)
Speaking and Listening
•

Give students opportunities to develop sophistication and skill in
using, interpreting and responding to spoken language in a wide
range of social and cognitive situations.

•

Give students increasing opportunities to develop proficiency in
spoken Standard English.
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•

Give students opportunities to reflect on their own effectiveness in
the use of the spoken word. Encourage them to respect their own
language(s) and dialect(s) and those of others.

•

Teach about some of the range of styles and registers of spoken
language.

Reading
•

Help students to develop as critical readers who form judgements
about authors, characters, viewpoints, textual structures.

•

Help students to develop as skilful researchers who know how to
use texts to advance their learning and to understand something of
the range of information texts employed in the modern world.

•

Introduce students to the richness of contemporary writing and to
some pre-20th-century literature, including Shakespeare.

•

Introduce students to a range of media texts and to a discussion of
their purposes, effects and intended audiences.

•

Teach about some of the main characteristics of literary language.

•

Teach about some aspects of historical change in English.

Writing
•

Help students to take their control of the process of composition
(drafting, redrafting, revising, proofreading) to an advanced stage.

•

Foster in students a more conscious sense of the choices and
techniques available to a writer in aiming for particular effects and
in appealing to particular audiences.

•

Foster in students an understanding of a wide range of the purposes
and formats for writing in the adult world.

•

Help students to take their control of all aspects of the writing
system (spelling, punctuation, layout) to an advanced stage.

•

Encourage students to reflect on and talk about the activity of
writing.

•

Teach about some of the main differences between speech and
writing.
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Making Eccentric Propositions into Common
Sense
We have various individuals and organisations to thank for the fact that
so much has been salvaged from the intellectual struggle which
preceded the publication of the National Curriculum for English. The
most important group is the Cox Committee itself. Its members argued
for a description of English which most English teachers share, and
turned those arguments into firm proposals despite considerable
pressure to abandon them. They then, with persistent determination and
some cunning, saw to it that the proposals became law with the
minimum compromise necessary. They were helped in this by some
members of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate, an independent body which
advises the government on the content of the curriculum and the quality
of schools and which, as a result of the independence of much of its
advice in recent years, has had its numbers and its power drastically
reduced. Numerous teachers’ organisations, including the National
Association for the Teaching of English, submitted evidence, suggested
draft sections, offered ideas and advice.
But there is a wider acknowledgement than that to be made, and one
whose lessons are longer-lasting. It is to do with creating common
sense. If enough people consistently and open-mindedly develop,
promote and practise a certain understanding of language education; if
enough people have a shared view about the kinds of societies which
classrooms should be, and the kind of influence on society which they
want its future citizens to exert; and if they manage to articulate that,
then they feed a process whereby the daring insight, the eccentric
proposition, becomes, over time, the major body of common sense. So
that, when a destructive and retrogressive power attempts to impose
itself, it discovers, for one thing, that it is hard to assemble and vet
committees which can be required to do its exact bidding. Further, it
discovers that out there among professional educators, by far the largest
body of articulated thought (whatever differences of emphasis on
specifics there may be within that body) represents a vision of the
subject, the teacher and the learner which is too dynamic and too
confident easily to be quashed.
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In all of the topics of debate within English mentioned earlier, there are
stories to be told in detail about the progress of the argument. I will tell
stories belonging to two of the areas. The first belongs to the area of
grammar and knowledge about language.

The Kingman Report
The question which the government gave the Kingman Committee
when it established it in 1987, ‘What do teachers need to know about
language?’, is a legitimate and important one. The difficulty lay in the
fact that it wished the committee to arrive at one simple answer to the
question: an answer which it had in its mind before the committee
began its work. It wished the committee to decide that teachers need to
know, above all, about the grammar of sentences. The decline in oldfashioned grammar teaching was, the government believed, both the
cause of and a metaphor for a decline in educational standards
generally. In the more extreme versions of this position, informality of
dress, lack of respect for authority, and even the occasionally
disappointing performance of our national cricket team were attributed
by politicians, journalists and other social commentators to the collapse
of parsing and clause analysis in the schools.
The Kingman Report profoundly disappointed those who had
commissioned it. It was against old-fashioned grammar teaching and
learning by rote, and proposed that teachers should develop a wide
range of perspectives on language, including attention to some formal
aspects of written and spoken language (one of which, it acknowledged,
is sentence grammar) but also introducing the social context of
language use: how speakers and listeners, readers and writers behave
towards each other and change that behaviour according to situation
and purpose, both interpersonally and in mass uses of language. The
report offered some thoughts on early language acquisition and on
historical and geographical variation in English.
The model of the English language by which the Kingman Report
represented these ideas is deeply imperfect. Some of its details are
simply wrong. There is no reference to social variation in accents and
dialects of English; there is no attention to language learning beyond
the early acquisition of speech. However, the report was sufficiently
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unsatisfactory from the government’s point of view for the Secretary of
State at the time to describe it, on the day of its publication, as an
‘interesting’ report; code for ‘not what we wanted to hear’.

The Language in the National Curriculum
Project
Despite its disappointment, the government decided to spend £21
million on a three-year project, the Language in the National
Curriculum (LINC) Project, to disseminate the Kingman model of
language to all primary teachers and all secondary English teachers in
England and Wales. Having so publicly got itself on to a hook, it
needed to be equally public about getting itself off. It was determined,
at least, to exercise tight control over the project, and directed that there
would be a scheduled training programme using an approved training
package. The package would be produced by an eminent linguist in a
few weeks of his spare time. A giant piece of educational pyramid
selling would ensue, with close supervision being maintained for three
years to see that the package went down the line without being
damaged or dropped.
18 months later, the sadder and wiser senior civil servant in charge of
the project told me: ‘We lost control of LINC after 3 weeks.’ I will say
some more about this piece of carelessness in a moment. By this time
(late 1988), however, the Cox Committee was well into its work and the
government instructed it to ignore the complexities of Kingman’s
model, and to concentrate, so far as knowledge about language was
concerned, simply on sentence grammar. There was to be a separate
section of the English orders, called knowledge about language, which
would mean sentence grammar. Teachers would teach grammar using
pieces of great literature as models; students would learn how the
English stylists handled subordination, modifiers, pronouns and
complements; naturally, as a result, they would once again (as had
happened in the past) be able to handle these things properly
themselves.
I have already said that the English orders were hammered out over a
period of months of intense negotiation and compromise between
members of the Cox Committee, civil servants and ministers, amid
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threats of resignation and rumours of dismissal. The orders, when they
were finally published, had no separate section on grammar. It was
agreed, rightly, that metalanguage – including the metalanguage of
sentence structure, appropriately treated – is one of the tools of the
English teacher’s trade.
The requirements for knowledge about
language are divided between the three sections of the orders: speaking
and listening, reading, and writing. Six aspects of language are
required to be studied: accent, dialect and Standard English; the
functions, registers and styles of speech; historical change in English;
the nature of literary language; the functions, registers and styles of
writing; some of the characteristic differences between speech and
writing. That these aspects of language study, however partial and
uneven they may seem, gained admittance to the curriculum orders,
represents a significant political achievement in the circumstances.
Much of this territory was unfamiliar, in a teaching sense, to teachers.
The nature of literary language is obviously, at first glance, the most
familiar topic; in a timely way this requirement invited discussion of
new literary theories and their application to reading texts in
classrooms.
Once the National Curriculum for English became law, the government
asked the LINC Project, as an additional and complementary
responsibility to that which it already had, to help teachers teach the
knowledge about language elements in the orders. A group of 25
people, of whom I was one, under the direction of Professor Ronald
Carter of the University of Nottingham, wrote a collection of
professional development materials between September 1989 and July
1990, when they were delivered to the Department of Education and
Science (Professor Carter having persuaded the government that more
than a few weeks of his spare time were needed to do the job properly).
The materials fulfilled the promise of the outline plan which had been
approved in autumn 1989 by the project’s steering committee. In the
interim, suggestions and criticisms made by the committee had been
accepted by writers of the materials, parts of which had been revised
accordingly. It was therefore a surprise to be told a few days after
delivery that the materials would not be acceptable to the government
without substantial further revision (dissenting voices on the steering
committee having been overruled). The materials were further revised
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over the next seven months, but in May 1991 were finally rejected by
the government.

Language Study or Grammar Exercises
What was the problem? The LINC Project’s interpretation of the model
of the English language in the Kingman Report generated a set of
linked perspectives on language study, which I will summarise under
five headings. We recommended that, whether in the course of other
activities within the English curriculum or as specific investigations,
teachers should look explicitly at language as follows.
LANGUAGE VARIETY: between speech and writing; of accents and
dialects; of functions, registers and genres, in speech and writing,
including those of literature; as evident in differences and similarities
between languages, including comparisons of words and scripts;
LANGUAGE AS SOCIAL CONSTRUCT AND CONSTRUCTOR: as
evident in speaker/listener, reader/writer relationships, both for
interpersonal and mass uses of language, and including a particular
concern for the ways in which social power is constructed and
challenged through language;
LANGUAGE ACQUISITION AND DEVELOPMENT: as evident in
babies learning to talk; in children learning to read and write; in the
potentially lifelong expansion of all our language repertoires;
HISTORY OF LANGUAGES: as evident in historical change in
English, and in some of the world’s other languages, ancient and
contemporary;
LANGUAGE AS SYSTEM: as evident in vocabulary – connotations,
definitions and origins of words; in grammar – the functions and forms
of words in groups; in phonology – the sound systems of spoken
language; in graphology – the systems of marks that give us written
language (including spelling, punctuation, layout and handwriting); in
the structure of longer pieces of text (e.g. conversations, stories,
arguments, descriptions, reports).
The problem was that genuine attempts, such as this one, to interpret
the Kingman model in ways which would help teachers address with
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their pupils the knowledge about language elements of the National
Curriculum were not what the government really wanted, even though
that was what it had officially asked for. What it really wanted was that
which the Kingman and Cox Committees had been expected to deliver,
but had not: a primer of grammar exercises. The fact that the LINC
materials contained more attention to grammar, in the course of trying
to fulfil the brief their writers had actually been given, than any
materials produced by a major curriculum development project in the
United Kingdom so far, was not the point.
There is a happy ending to this story. The government’s letter of final
rejection of the materials did contain the minor consolation that the
government was ‘content for the latest versions of the LINC units to
continue to be used for the purpose of in-service training of teachers’.
Whether or not it was truly content we cannot say; but the government
could not help the fact that thousands of photocopies of the draft
materials, in whole or in part, were circulating in the country. The
leaders of the LINC Project decided to produce a visually more
attractive version of them, looking in fact remarkably like a published
book (or rather the insides of a ring–binder folder) except for the lack
of a publisher’s name and an ISBN. A designer and printer worked
speedily on this version of the materials for us, and two copies were
delivered to each of the local education authorities in England and
Wales in October and November 1991. Since then, many thousands of
copies of the materials have been sold at cost price by the University of
Nottingham to schools, universities and individual teachers.
The LINC Project generated two official publications. Knowledge
about Language and the Curriculum: the LINC Reader, edited by
Ronald Carter and published in 1990 by Hodder and Stoughton, has
sold very well, largely because local education authorities, enraged by
the censorship of the professional development materials, spent some of
the money allocated to them in 1991 and 1992 for the training of
teachers under the auspices of the LINC Project on bulk orders of the
book. Equally successful has been Looking into Language: Classroom
Approaches to Knowledge about Language by Richard Bain,
Bernadette Fitzgerald and Mike Taylor, published in 1992 by Hodder
and Stoughton, a collection of case-studies of knowledge about
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language drawn from the huge harvest of records of work done within
the project.
As a result of the work of the LINC Project, there is now a much more
developed understanding of ways of studying language than there was
in 1989. With that understanding, many teachers have designed
sequences of work which address the requirements for knowledge about
language in the National Curriculum, and have seen how opportunities
can be taken to reveal and extend children’s knowledge about language
throughout the English curriculum and beyond. There is every reason
to suppose that this learning will continue.

Reading Standards: Hard to Measure, Easy to
Exploit
The second of my stories belongs in the area of the teaching of reading,
and to get a proper sense of the political significance of this debate in
the United Kingdom, we need to go back to a time long before a
national curriculum was thought of: to the early 1970s. It was a time of
widespread national concern about reading standards. They had fallen
sharply in recent years, according to press reports of a study of some
11- and 15-year-old readers by two educational psychologists. The
study was The Trend of Reading Standards by K.B. Start and P.K.
Wells, published in 1972 by the National Foundation for Educational
Research. The government decided to act. It set up a committee,
chaired by Sir Alan Bullock, to investigate the problem. The Bullock
Committee examined the findings of the study, and in its report, A
Language for Life, published by the government in 1975, it urged great
caution in interpreting them. One reason for this advice was that the
committee was critical of the testing methods that had been used: ‘We
do not regard these tests as adequate measures of reading ability. What
they measure is a narrow aspect of silent reading comprehension.’
A second reason for caution was that the test results actually
underestimated what many 15-year-olds could do as readers. They
were too easy for them, so there was a ‘ceiling effect’, with more
successful 15-year-old readers bunched together at the top of the
available scale. Thirdly, the committee pointed out that the sample of
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children which the researchers had intended to test was not large
enough to have national significance:
‘If national standards are under discussion, then one needs
either a national sample or a collection of a large number of
local surveys which taken together represent accurately the
national population. Such a collection does not exist…’
Fourthly, some of the language used in the tests had aged since they
were originally devised. The researchers themselves had pointed out
the limitations of phrases like ‘mannequin parade’ and ‘pacific
settlement of disputes’ as items on the basis of which to measure
present-day children’s meaningful recognition of written language.
And there were other drawbacks. Nonetheless, the committee squared
up to the findings of the survey as they stood. Contrary to the
unequivocal reports whose urgency had been a spur to the setting up of
the committee in the first place, it summarised:
‘There is no evidence of a decline in attainment over the years
in the lowest achievers among 15-year-olds. Since national
surveys were instituted in 1948 the standards of the poorest
readers have risen, and the gap between the most able and
least able has narrowed. This reflects upon the capacity of
existing tests to measure the achievement of the most able
readers.’ (Conclusion 14)
and
‘There was no significant change in the reading standards of
11-year-olds over the decade 1960 to 1970, but such
movement as took place after 1964 was in all probability
slightly downwards.’ (Conclusion 15)
(Incidentally, expert commentators Burke and Lewis [1975], in a
review of six studies of the reading standards of British school children,
including that by Start and Wells, paid special attention to the statistical
analysis and evaluation of results in the studies, and found no
justification for a belief that standards were declining.)
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What the Bullock Report Recommended
The report then went far beyond the narrow definition of its brief, to
make a comprehensive statement about language and learning,
including the teaching of reading.
The report’s conclusions and
recommendations about the teaching of reading include the following:
‘7. The level of reading skill required for participation in the
affairs of modern society is far above that implied in earlier
definitions of literacy.
56. There is no one method, medium, approach, device or
philosophy that holds the key to the process of learning to
read.
58. A detailed understanding of the reading process should
inform decisions about the organisation of teaching, the initial
and in-service education teachers, and the use of resources.
62. The learning of sound-symbol correspondences should
take place in the context of whole-word recognition and
reading for meaning. It is important… that children should…
have had a full range of pre-reading experiences.
66. The most effective teaching of reading is that which gives
the pupil the various skills he or she needs to make the fullest
possible use of context cues in the search for meaning.
73. It should be established from the beginning in the mind of
the child that reading is primarily a thinking process, not
simply an exercise in identifying shapes and sounds.
79. Reading schemes which use contrived and unnatural
language prevent children from developing the ability to
detect sequential probability in linguistic structure.
83. The difference in [teachers’] effectiveness lies not in their
allegiance to any one method but in (a) the quality of their
relationships with children, (b) their degree of expert
knowledge, and (c) their sensitivity in matching their teaching
with each child’s current learning needs.
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The report’s great achievement was to place on official record the
complexity of the job that teachers of language do; in the area of
reading, it ought not to have been possible for any responsible person to
suggest again that one-dimensional quick fixes using some kind of
transmissional rote would be the salvation of any teacher or learner; it
ought not to have been possible ever again to escape the report’s
emphasis on the multi-skilled, meaning-making nature of all language
learning. The report shifted official support away from the set of
practices summarised in my first list above, and towards that in my
second. When members of the Cox Committee came to formulate their
proposals on the teaching of reading for the National Curriculum, they
drew on the professional consensus which the Bullock Report had done
so much to establish, as can be seen by comparing the conclusions and
recommendations just quoted with the reading sections of the National
Curriculum summarised earlier.

Short Memory and Malicious Intent
Nonetheless, in 1991, 16 years after the publication of the report, with
the National Curriculum already passed into law and being taught in the
schools, a violent argument about reading standards, complete with
corrupt news management and vitriolic reporting of that news, broke
out in the United Kingdom. A pamphlet entitled Sponsored Reading
Failure, written by Martin Turner and published in 1990 by the IPSET
Education Unit at Warlingham Park School, a private school in Surrey,
was seized on by the government and most of the popular newspapers
as clear proof of a disastrous fall in reading standards. To blame were
‘trendy’ teachers using ‘progressive’ methods of teaching reading. The
teaching of reading was presented as offering a simple choice of two
(and only two) methods. Either teachers used phonics, or they used
‘real books’. Those who chose to use real books, so the pamphlet said
and, much more importantly, so the press reportage ran, had abrogated
their responsibility to teach. Children stumbled from one confused
encounter with a book, unaided by the teacher, to the next. Hence the
national decline.
Those who took the trouble to obtain a copy of the pamphlet discovered
that its findings had been assembled on the basis of a tiny, statistically
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utterly insignificant sample of children, using a discredited test
administered in highly artificial circumstances. That did not matter.
The pamphlet’s destructive political purpose had been achieved so far
as its authors were concerned. The attempt to offer phonics as an idea
in opposition to real books; to suggest that if the St George of the
former could slay the dragon of the latter, all would be well in the fair
land of Albion; such banality plumbed great depths. Every government
document on the subject of reading, from the Bullock Report up to and
including the sections on reading in the National Curriculum for
English, had agreed that phonics, the apprehension of symbol-to-sound
correspondences, is one but only one of the range of cues by which
readers apprehend meaning in texts. The material which children read
has to be apprehended using the whole range of cues which generate
meaning in the reader’s brain, including the vitally important semantic
and syntactic cues. There was equally strong agreement in all the
documents that the reading material which children are offered should
encompass a wide range of appropriate and engaging literature and
information texts.
The government commissioned an investigation by Her Majesty’s
Inspectorate into the scandal which the pamphlet had uncovered.
Predictably, the Inspectorate [1990] rejected the pamphlet’s findings.
No single method of teaching reading had taken the country by storm, it
said. 95% of the schools in its sample made at least some use of
reading schemes, and did not rely entirely on real books. It was critical
in equal measure of fundamentalist phonics teaching which pays no
attention to meaning, and of a misunderstanding of the ‘real books
method’ which imagines that their use equals giving no guidance to
young readers at all.
It is sobering to go back to the Bullock Report’s list of conclusions and
recommendations, and see it carefully picking its way through the
discussion after, no doubt, listening to the same dissonant collection of
voices. English teachers have made so much actual progress, in so
many directions, since 1975. But in spite of that progress, so far as
widespread lay opinion has it, they are still blundering around a large
field of factionalism and ignorance. And those who help maliciously to
form that opinion carry a heavy weight of responsibility for the time
and effort wasted, the damage done.
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The First Revision of the English Curriculum
Orders
In 1992, the government decided on a major revision of the National
Curriculum for English, despite the fact that the curriculum orders had
only recently been agreed after intensive debate and negotiation.
(Indeed, there were still at that time some years within the 5-to-16
range which the National Curriculum had not yet formally touched,
since it was introduced as a rolling programme intended to take five
years to complete.) It used controversies such as the two which I have
recounted to justify a public position that there was an intellectual and
pedagogical need to change the orders significantly. The decision went
against the wishes of the great majority of teachers, who’d been getting
accustomed to the orders, and who thought that, on the whole, they
offered a framework promoting effective teaching, allowing the right
amount of professional autonomy and choice, and based on a thoughtful
consensus on how children best learn to use English and to study its
use. There was widespread agreement on the desirability of a number
of detailed changes, but a strong feeling that the essential spirit of the
orders should be preserved. Unfortunately, it was precisely the spirit of
the orders which the government did not like. It found it galling that its
own legislation had produced a document so distant from that which it
had intended when it had first envisaged a National Curriculum. The
areas in which insisted on change were those we have identified earlier:
it wanted more insistence on Standard English from the earliest age and
less tolerance of non-standard forms, even in the speech of very young
children; it wished to exclude any reference to the needs and abilities of
bilingual children learning English (except in Wales); it wanted more
mechanistic approaches to the teaching of reading, and especially an
emphasis on phonics; it wanted sentence grammar to be the only
element of knowledge about language to which students were
introduced; it wanted to remove media education from the statutory
curriculum; it wanted less drama; it wanted children principally to read
the works of authors in a literary canon which it established.
The publication of the government’s new proposals in April 1993 was
greeted with deep resentment by most teachers, though the reaction was
tempered by a recognition that, in some aspects of presentation and
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layout, the proposals were clearer. At this point, however, something
unexpected happened.

Dispute over Assessment
A dispute, parallel with that over the curriculum, broke out between the
government and language educators over the assessment and testing
system for the National Curriculum. In order to understand this dispute
properly we need to know something about the history of the national
examination system in the UK.
Students have for many years taken a national examination at 16.
Before the National Curriculum, examination syllabuses exercised a
decisive effect on the curriculum in secondary schools, particularly in
the upper years. From 1963 to 1987, a dual system operated, in which
higher-attaining students took the General Certificate of Education at
Ordinary Level and lower-attaining students took the Certificate of
Secondary Education. In 1988, this dual system was replaced by a
common system known as the General Certificate of Secondary
Education (GCSE), which aims to test students at 16 across virtually the
whole attainment range. The GCSE was widely welcomed by teachers,
parents and students.
Under the dual system in the 1970s and 1980s, English teachers had
conducted a long campaign in support of coursework methods of
assessment. This action had the effect of establishing the GCSE in
English as an examination which could be taken partly or wholly by
coursework methods.
More than 70% of schools chose 100%
coursework examination syllabuses in 1991. National standards of
attainment in English at 16 have risen significantly since 1988,
although there have been some who have liked to suggest that it has
been easier to get good grades through coursework than in an end-ofcourse examination, despite the evidence from the annual research
carried out by examination boards and the government's advisory
agency on assessment.
When it introduced the National Curriculum, the government had
decided to establish a 10-level scale, which would encompass the range
of attainment likely to be reached in each National Curriculum subject
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by the great majority of students from age 5 to age 16. [After the
publication of this piece, the 10-level scale was replaced by a scale of
eight levels plus an ‘Exceptional Performance’ category.] It took the
end of the school years in which students turned 7, 11, 14 and 16 as the
moments in their career when they would be tested and given a level.
Secondary-school teachers and their students were familiar with
examinations at age 16. However, national testing at 7, 11 and 14 was a
complete innovation. The 10-level scale in English produced numerous
theoretical and pedagogical absurdities and inexactitudes, as the scale’s
linear set of discrete criteria came face-to-face with the essentially
recursive nature of language development. To quote one example from
among many, in order to gain a level 6 for writing, a student must,
among other things, be able to:
‘recognise when redrafting and revising are appropriate and
act accordingly, either on paper or on a computer screen.’
In order to gain level 7, a student must be able to:
‘demonstrate an increased awareness that a first draft may be
changed, amended and reordered in a variety of ways.’
It is unclear how the second set of criteria is describing an essentially
more advanced group of attainments than the first.
Nonetheless, English teachers scratched their heads and made the best
of it. The pilot tests for children at age 7 and 14 may broadly be
defined as good pieces of language education.
They provide
opportunities for a range of speaking and listening, reading and writing
activities, appropriate to the attainment range for the age in question, to
be assessed over a period of three or four weeks. (The first 11-year-olds
were not due to be tested until 1994, and so no one had then thought in
detail about the nature of their tests.)
The dispute, when it came, was not over the need, in principle, to have
an assessment system: an organised way of making judgements on
which teachers and learners can act, and a reliable record of
achievement. There was general agreement, whatever teachers’ views
about the shortcomings of levels, that every student should have some
sort of accumulating record of progress. The dispute was over the
government’s decision in 1992 to exclude from its testing system at 7,
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11 and 14 all elements other than short, timed, externally set tests, and
severely to limit the proportion of the GCSE examination which could
be assessed by coursework. This decision seemed likely to cause
particular difficulties in English, where achievement can only properly
be assessed using whole examples of reading, writing and speech
produced in a range of purposeful communicative contexts, and where
English teachers, as we have seen, greatly valued coursework methods
of assessment at 16, and were glad when it seemed that they were to be
adopted at the lower ages.
To make matters worse, the decision then influenced the curriculum
revision, with the government arguing that the curriculum must be
simplified so as to justify simpler tests. If the National Curriculum had
made it a requirement that students should be tested on a wider range of
knowledge, understanding and skill than any short, timed test could
measure, the government reasoned that the curriculum must change. It
would not recognise that old-style tests were not up to the new job.

Revision of the Revision
The moment of publication of the revised proposals for English
coincided with a unanimous boycott by teachers of the new tests for 14year-olds. This was a shocking humiliation for a government which
had assumed, a few years previously, that it could always drive through
its reforms, however unpopular. Up to this point, the government had
had two advisory agencies, one for the curriculum and one for
assessment. It combined these into one, and appointed Sir Ronald
Dearing, an open-minded civil servant with some sympathy for the
teachers’ case, as chairman of the new School Curriculum and
Assessment Authority. Sir Ronald rapidly announced a further fullscale review of the National Curriculum and its assessment system,
whose aim was to achieve a degree of professional consensus and
industrial peace. Strange to recount, the revised proposals for English
were themselves revised only months after their publication. Once
again, there has been impassioned debate, tense negotiation and
cunning manoeuvre, with clear evidence of the government intervening
to reverse specific recommendations made by the writing group it had
appointed through its own advisory agency. These reversals were, of
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course, in the familiar ideological battle grounds mentioned throughout
this piece. The departure from the (renamed) Department for Education
in July 1994 of two government ministers most intransigently opposed
to the view of the majority of English teachers has meant that the final
form of the re-revised curriculum orders, published in January 1995,
does represent more closely a meaning-making definition of language
education than would otherwise have been the case. A compromise
over testing, with teacher assessment and short external tests both
playing a part in the system, looks likely to be accepted though not
welcomed by teachers.

In Conclusion…
This has been an account of a few highlights only of an extraordinary
political battle over curriculum reform in language education. The
destructiveness of the battle has, mostly, been unnecessary. It would
have been perfectly possible, had the government wished to, for it to
introduce a rational set of curriculum orders and assessment
arrangements for English which were properly demanding, were likely
to promote the best teaching and discourage the worst, were
informative to parents, employers, the interested general public and to
itself, without the bitterness, the mess, the exhaustion on all sides.
Actually, language educators want what the government officially
wants too: confidently literate, articulate children and young people,
broadly cultured, excited by knowledge, proud of their achievements as
users and students of language and appreciative of the achievements of
others. History seems to show that it is impossible for major change to
occur without some degree of struggle, and no doubt that would have
been true in the present case, even with a more co-operative and
trusting relationship between government and professionals.
The
sadness is that very often the government has chosen to adopt the
discourse of derision, slandering and parodying English teachers’ work,
both in its private discussions and its public statements. The price paid
for this decision has been the confusion and low morale which English
teachers have suffered as they have seen themselves traduced in the
media as ‘a national problem’ which an heroic government intends to
solve; as they have seen one ‘definitive’ set of instructions superseded
before they, the teachers, have barely had a chance to interpret them in
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the classroom; and as their intellectual energy has been distracted from
long-term learning for the benefit of their students to the rearguard
defence of fundamental understandings which they thought, wrongly,
had been established beyond doubt.
Despite all this, a true report on the National Curriculum and its testing
system must record that the great majority of language educators accept
that they have come to stay. Few want to go back to a time when
responsibility for the content, methodology and assessment of language
education lay with the individual school and teacher, heavily influenced
in the upper years of secondary education by examination syllabuses.
Most English teachers agree that, whatever contests the future holds,
curriculum reform in language education should be conducted within a
framework of the entitlement of all students to a common language
curriculum which government and professionals construct for them,
however painfully.

Cultural Heritage and Cultural
Analysis
This third, much shorter piece is a statement I gave orally to a
committee of enquiry set up by the British Film Institute in autumn 1993
to attempt to answer the apparently impossibly difficult question: ‘What
is English?’ As I have related towards the end of the previous piece, the
contest for the National Curriculum for English was being fought with
particular intensity at around this time. As a distraction from its many
other difficulties, the government, including the prime minister himself,
was making useful political headway by caricaturing English teachers
to the public, through the usual newspapers, as people only interested
in teaching about soap operas on television, and having no interest in
and not much knowledge about the greatness of English literature.
Hence the title of the session to which I contributed.
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English teaching suffers from labels. It is not alone in that. But a
constant handicap in the recent debate about the subject has been the
desire of some to package into terms like ‘traditional’ or ‘progressive’
or ‘trendy’ whole complexes of attitude and practice which in fact defy
such tagging. I prefer to base my view of what constitutes good
English teaching on a perception of what the future citizens of our
nation palpably need in order to function both as productive and as
enjoying members of society.
This leads me, in discussions about the teaching of writing, for instance,
to conclude that the ability confidently to handle a range of forms –
letters, stories, essays, poems, reports – for a range of purposes – to
persuade, to inform, to entertain, to move, to criticise – is a fundamental
competence which our future citizens need, and which we should teach.
I take it that the teacher’s most basic concern should be with the
substance of what pupils write; the teacher should demonstrate a
continuing interest in what the pupil is trying to say. If this basic
concern for meaning is established between teacher and pupil, then the
need for correctness in the conventions of the writing system – a need
which I unambiguously acknowledge – is given a valid impetus from
the beginning of schooling. I don’t care whether this view makes me,
in the eyes of the labellers, a traditionalist or a trendy; I have derived
my view from my observation of what works in classrooms and – as I
say – from a sense of what mental equipment tomorrow’s adults will
need in this area. The same method applies to the particular topic of
this session; I am glad, at least, that it is called Cultural Heritage and
Cultural Analysis, not Cultural Heritage or Cultural Analysis. The
spectacle of some politicians and some commentators caricaturing this
debate as one between those who would confine reading to the line-byline analysis of a limited number of works of English literature whose
greatness has long been established, and those who would confine it to
the study of episodes of Eastenders, is a good example of the unhelpful
– indeed malicious – sloganising and sneering to which English
teachers have been subject in recent years. In the face of this, all one
can do is to continue carefully to state the obvious.
The first part of the obvious is that of course English teachers must
make a judicious selection from the vast, diverse and accumulating
store of literature available in English, written over a period of six
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centuries, shall we say, and including, over the last century and a half,
an increasing representation from countries outside Britain and Ireland.
I’m perfectly happy that advisory lists of authors’ names be published
for each age group. I don’t mind at all that Shakespeare’s unique status
in our national culture be acknowledged by making it compulsory that
one or two of his plays are read by the time pupils are 16. I’d like to
point out, to those of the ‘Let’s save our civilisation before it’s too late’
school of thought, that the situation before 1963, the year of the
introduction of the Certificate of Secondary Education, and before
comprehensive schools, was that literature was read by an elite of about
20% of 15-year-olds, and that of the 80% or so of 15-year-olds in
secondary modern and technical schools, the majority – and I know
there were honourable exceptions – were taught basic English, and not
judged capable of appreciating literature. The last 30 years have seen
the reading of more literature by more pupils than at any time since the
beginning of state education.
The introduction of the General
Certificate of Secondary Education and of a National Curriculum for
English were the most significant organisational encouragements to this
development. I want this situation to continue. I want English
teachers, using their professional judgement within broad guidelines
laid down for them by government, to continue to engage pupils’
sympathy and excitement in the reading of literature, and to search for
new ways of doing this.
The second part of the obvious is that the world outside English
classrooms – and therefore the world which pupils bring into English
classrooms – is changing at an unprecedented rate. The most exotic
sentence in the Kingman Report is: ‘Around the city of Caxton, the
electronic suburbs are rising.’ For that subject in the school curriculum
whose essential business is language – where the language, as it were,
comes up front – to turn its back on the study of language as used by
the immensely powerful instruments of the mass media, instruments
which will affect the next century’s citizens in ways which are not
wholly clear but which we know will be profound: such an action is
sentimental and self-deceiving. Our pupils have a right to some
understanding of the ways in which language is employed across a
range of the texts which they encounter every day, not just in the pages
of imaginative literature.
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Nor do I believe, in a simple way, that literature is where you get your
cultural heritage, and the study of the media is where you get your
cultural analysis. Admiration, response, study, analysis: all these words,
with their different connotations, must be built into the way in which
we help our pupils to read, in the broadest sense of that word. The
practical job for English teachers, when those of us who talk about it
but don’t actually do it have taken our leave, is to construct, in time and
space and with limited resources, a curriculum which recognises
heritage and promotes analysis, and encourages pupils’ active
engagement in the absorbing and the making of the literature and the
language of our culture.
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Chapter Nine

Writings 2013 to 2019
In assembling these more recent writings, I’m aware once again of
some overlap with and repetition of passages written years earlier. As
I’ve pleaded on at least one previous occasion, I’ve left these overlaps
and repetitions in, wishing to respect the wholeness of a piece in its new
context. Readers who find themselves thinking, ‘I’ve been here before,’
are invited to skip-read at that point.

Curriculum and Assessment in
English
In November 2013, my friend Mike Raleigh came to me with a concern
and a proposal. His concern was that the continuing direction of
government policy on curriculum and assessment in English – a
continuation of that which I sketched in my 2012 introduction to this
website – was doing great damage to the effectiveness of teaching, to
the morale of teachers, and – most important of all – to the quality of
children’s and young people’s learning. As a recently retired senior
member of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate, Mike was in a good position to
make this judgement. He suggested to me that someone, or some
people, needed to do three things in response. First, restate some of the
best that has been thought, said, written and done over many decades
about how children and young people are actually helped to become
confident and competent users of their language; secondly, offer a
robust critique of those aspects of government policy on curriculum and
assessment in English which are inadequate or wrong; thirdly, propose
practical alternatives where needed.
I agreed to be the lead author of a series of booklets which would do
these things. They were eventually entitled English, Language and
Literacy 3 to 19: Principles and Proposals (Richmond, Burn, Dougill,
Goddard, Raleigh and Traves, 2015), and published by Owen
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Education and the United Kingdom Literacy Association. (Owen
Education was a consultancy which Mike had founded with his HMI
colleague Peter Dougill after they had retired from the Inspectorate.)
The ten booklets touched on all aspects of English, language and
literacy as taught in schools and colleges. I wrote six, co-wrote a
seventh, and edited the three written by others. At the time of writing
(April 2019), the booklets are available from UKLA, at https://ukla.org/
shop/details/english-language-and-literacy-3-to-19-set-of-10-pack. In
2017 Routledge re-published the essential contents of the booklets in
two books, Curriculum and Assessment in English 3 to 11: a Better Plan
(Richmond, Burn, Dougill, Raleigh and Traves, 2017) and Curriculum
and Assessment in English 11 to 19: a Better Plan (Richmond, Burn,
Dougill, Goddard, Raleigh and Traves, 2017), aimed at teachers of
those two age-ranges respectively. They are available at https://
www.routledge.com/Curriculum-and-Assessment-in-English-3-to-11-ABetter-Plan/Richmond-Burn-Dougill-Raleigh-Traves/p/book/
9780415784528 and https://www.routledge.com/Curriculum-andAssessment-in-English-11-to-19-A-Better-Plan/Richmond-BurnDougill-Goddard-Raleigh-Traves/p/book/9780415784498.
Four organisations – UKLA, the National Association for the Teaching
of English, the National Association of Advisers in English, and the
Centre for Literacy in Primary Education – featured electronic versions
of summaries of the booklets on their websites.
I reproduce here a talk I gave in March 2019 at the University of Exeter
to the British Educational Research Association, describing this work
in more detail. (I’ve added subsequently the references to works cited,
and all the supporting material I provided with the talk is now
incorporated in the text.)

Preamble
Hello everyone, and thanks for inviting me. I’m going to do three
things in the course of the next hour. First, I’m going briefly to revisit a
few of what I think are the best insights, expressed over many decades,
to do with the teaching of English, language and literacy to children and
young people. Secondly, I’m going to offer a robust critique of some
aspects of current government policy in this area. Essentially, these
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shortcomings are the result of the preference of successive governments
since the late 1970s for retrogressive, populist approaches to the
English curriculum and to the assessment of English, disregarding and
disrespecting actual hard-won knowledge about how children and
young people are most effectively helped to a confident control of their
language. Thirdly, I’m going to propose workable alternatives in those
areas where I believe current policy to be misguided or inadequate.
The impetus for this three-part structure was suggested to me in
November 2013 by my friend Mike Raleigh. Mike and I had been
young English teachers in London in the 1970s and early 1980s. We
had then worked together in the advisory service in Shropshire. From
there, Mike had joined HMI, where he rose to a senior position before
retiring. With his colleague Peter Dougill, also a recently retired HMI,
he founded an educational consultancy called Owen Education. It was
in this capacity that, over a coffee one morning five and a bit years ago,
Mike told me how profoundly dissatisfied he was with the current
direction of government policy on English teaching, language and
literacy. It was urgent, he said, that someone should offer a reminder of
the genuine gains that had been made, over a long period, in our
understanding of how children and young people actually do gain a
confident control of their language; urgent that someone should also
mount a critique of what is currently wrong; and a good idea also to
propose workable alternatives. The three-part structure, as I say; and
would I take on the task of being the principal author on the project?
So that is what I did (we did). The first outcome of our efforts was the
series of booklets I’ve brought with me today, published in 2015 by
Owen Education and the United Kingdom Literacy Association. You
can see from the titles – Summary, Talk, Reading 3 to 7, Reading 7 to
16, Writing 3 to 7, Writing 7 to 16, Grammar and Knowledge about
Language, Drama, Media, and English 16 to 19 – that we really did try
to cover the whole waterfront, touching on all aspects of English,
language and literacy as taught in schools and colleges. And we didn’t
confine ourselves to curriculum and pedagogy; we were as much
concerned with the assessment of English as with its teaching. We all
know that curriculum and assessment should exist in a virtuous
relationship with each other. Alas, it has often been the case in recent
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years that the wrong kind of assessment has back-fed into the wrong
kind of teaching. I’ll say more about that later.
We sent the booklets to the educational publisher Routledge, who republished their essential contents in these two books, Curriculum and
Assessment in English 3 to 11: a Better Plan and Curriculum and
Assessment in English 11 to 19: a Better Plan.

The best of the past
So, to the first part of the three-part structure: our view of the best that
has been thought and written about the teaching of English, language
and literacy to children and young people over many decades. This is a
huge field. Those in the field include educationists, obviously, by
whom I mean teachers and supporters of teachers, but also linguists and
psychologists. We went back to significant government reports and
government-funded projects, as well as to books and research articles
by individuals. The contributors to the field that we identified come
from all over the world. Without for a moment suggesting that we
conducted anything like a comprehensive search, we did feature a large
number of key people who – and key publications which – had brought
about major advances in our understanding. I’ll name just a few.
In the area of the spoken language, we noticed Andrew Wilkinson’s
early work on oracy – indeed, his invention of that term – and the
insights offered by the linguist Michael Halliday and the educationist
James Britton. We sampled some of the findings of the National Oracy
Project.
In the area of early reading, Marie Clay’s delicate, careful studies were
inspiring, as were the researches of Ken and Yetta Goodman, Don
Holdaway and Frank Smith. The Plowden Report (The Plowden
Committee, 1967) and the Bullock Report (The Bullock Committee,
1975) both had wise, balanced things to say, based on extensive
evidence, about how young children learn to read.
In the area of later reading, we were reminded of the work of The
Effective Use of Reading project headed by Eric Lunzer and Keith
Gardner at the University of Nottingham in the mid-1970s, and – much
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more recently – of The Power of Reading project run by the Londonbased Centre for Literacy in Primary Education.
In the area of early writing, Marie Clay once again has wonderfully
instructive things to say, and the work of the two Argentinian
researchers, Emilia Ferreiro and Ana Teberosky, in Literacy before
Schooling (Ferreiro and Teberosky, 1982) is a joy to return to, in its
loving, precise detail. Here again the Plowden and Bullock Reports
offer careful, balanced advice.
In the area of later writing, we made extensive use of the work of the
National Writing Project, in which I was closely involved, as well as
quoting from The Reader in the Writer by Myra Barrs and Valerie Cork
(Barrs and Cork, 2001) and from Richard Andrews’ and Anna Smith’s
book Developing Writers (Andrews and Smith, 2011).
In the fraught area of grammar teaching we referred to Katharine
Perera’s careful research, reported in her book Children’s Writing and
Reading (Perera,1984), to two significant large-scale reviews of the
available research on the question ‘Does explicit grammar teaching
make for better writers?’ (Hillocks, 1986; Andrews et al., 2006), and to
the important work done at this university by Debra Myhill and her
colleagues (Jones, Myhill and Bailey, 2012; Myhill et al., 2012).
In the area of educational drama, I was able to offer a quick history of
the evolution of the subject by plundering, as I freely acknowledged,
Nicholas McGuinn’s masterly account in The English Teacher’s Drama
Handbook (McGuinn, 2014).
Andrew Burn, who wrote the media booklet, drew extensively on the
work of David Buckingham, who himself acknowledges the influence
of older authorities such as Raymond Williams and Stuart Hall.
Finally, Angela Goddard, in the booklet English 16 to 19, takes us surefootedly through the complexities of recent changes – many of them
regrettable – in this area, pointing out, for example, the increasing
disconnection between how young people are assessed in their use of
English at GCSE and A-level, and the expectations on students taking
English and related courses at university.
The pioneering studies of Lev Vygotsky, the great Russian psychologist,
with their profound understanding of the relations between language,
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thought and learning, hover over all this work, and are quoted
frequently.
That Cook’s tour of names and references is probably a blur in your
minds. Don’t worry about it. I offer it simply to plead our bona fides,
to show that we had done due diligence to the best of the past, that the
approach to English, language and literacy we were offering was not
baseless assertion, but grounded in careful observation and considered
thought.
Anyway, after lengthy conversations, we tried to distil the wisdom we
had collected into a manageable set of principles: something brief
enough for people to hang on to, but general enough to be applied
across the whole of curriculum and assessment in English. And this is
what we came up with. The seven principles are on the first page of
your handout, and I’m going to give you a minute to read them.
1. There is no intellectual achievement more intimately
connected to a child’s and young person’s overall sense of
worth as an individual and as a social being than the
achievement of competence and confidence in the use of
her or his language or languages.
2. The achievement of competence in any aspect of language
is prior to and more complex than the achievement of the
ability to analyse that aspect of language. Learners
nonetheless continually engage in acts of reflection on
aspects of the language they encounter and use.
3. The achievement of competence in any aspect of language
is principally owed to the enjoyable experience of that
aspect of language. Instruction in an aspect of language
has a secondary but nonetheless very significant role to
play in this achievement.
4. The learner’s brain makes dynamic generalisations from
enjoyable experiences of language. These generalisations
prepare the learner for new encounters with and uses of
language.
5. The motivation for any productive or receptive encounter
with or use of language is the desire and need to construct
meaning. Producers and receivers of language are both
engaged in the construction of meaning.
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6. Examples of language and literacy in use in English and
of potential value and interest to learners are vast in
number and diversity. Some of that diversity should be
evident in the selection of examples which teachers present
to learners.
7. Learners’ experience of language in education should both
value and confirm their linguistic, cultural and social
backgrounds, and introduce them to cultural and social
contexts beyond those they are familiar with.
Now, I don’t know how, in the quiet of your own brains, you’ve
responded to those seven statements, but I’m going to make an
assumption. You might well have thought them rather high-flown,
rather general in tone, perhaps over-theoretical. I acknowledge that
they are, but plead that they have emerged from the consideration of
actual, practical work; they haven’t been plucked out of the air. And
the booklets themselves put practical flesh on the theoretical bones.
And the other thing you might be saying to yourselves is that they seem
unremarkable. Are these assertions not self-evident, uncontroversial?
The answer is: they should be, but they haven’t been. The reason why
they haven’t been has something to do with the history of the contest
for control of the teaching of English, language and literacy in our
schools and colleges over recent decades. In the heat of that contest,
professional knowledge, of the sort which we have tried to accumulate
in these booklets, can sometimes be forgotten, get lost, in the welter of
new initiatives and changes of course – often politically driven –
affecting curriculum and assessment. And this brings me to the second
part of the talk.

Critique of the past and the present
A bit of autobiography. I was for seven years a classroom English
teacher in two London schools. During the next eleven years, in
various capacities, I was an adviser of teachers, in inner London, in
Shropshire, and on two national curriculum-development projects.
In the course of those eighteen years I went from being a wide-eyed
idealist, imagining that nothing could stop the simple force of good
ideas translated into effective classroom practice, to being a sadder and
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possibly wiser man, aware that, however honestly intellectual progress
is made, that progress is fragile when there are malevolent forces at
work which see political advantage in reversing it. Ground gained is
not necessarily ground won for ever.
The 1970s and 1980s were years of optimism in the English teaching
circles in which I moved. We were determined to make the curriculum
more relevant to our students’ lives; classrooms would be places where
students’ own experience would be valued and made a part of that
curriculum; students’ spoken language would be encouraged as a mode
of learning; both talk and writing would be practised in a rich diversity
of forms; we would show students literature which previous generations
of teachers had thought them not capable of understanding; under our
guidance, learners would become makers and shapers of language, and
therefore of their lives. The purpose always was to raise standards, to
include the traditional English teacher’s concerns about correctness in
writing and about teaching a canon of literature within a new
excitement in broadening and diversifying students’ experience and
mastery of language, in particular making sure that working-class and
black and ethnic-minority children, who constituted the overwhelming
majority of those that I and my friends taught in London, were given
the opportunity to share in that experience and gain that mastery.
The major institutional obstacle to the fulfilment of such thinking in
secondary schools was the examination system. So we set about trying
to change examinations, so that spoken as well as written language was
assessed, a wider range of texts was studied, and young people
produced a far greater diversity of kinds of writing than previously.
In 1989, the Thatcher government introduced a National Curriculum for
England and Wales. I supported and support this reform in principle,
on the grounds of equality of entitlement of all children to the same
range of knowledge, skills and understanding. Those of our way of
thinking chosen to be members of drafting committees, or who worked
informally with committee members who then took drafts to the
committees, did our best to see to it that the National Curriculum for
English manifested at least something of the vision I’ve described. This
work needed stamina and some political cunning, for the Thatcher
government’s pure vision of English in the National Curriculum was,
from the outset, the opposite of ours. It wished to impose on the

Writings 2013 to 2019 !419
country a version of English teaching based on the sentimental publicschool or grammar-school memories of some ministers and their
advisers, in which – to caricature only slightly – rows of silent-untilspoken-to children would be shown the mysteries and beauties of a
small number of pieces of great literature, would write neat essays on
subjects such as ‘A Day in the Life of a Penny’ or ‘Travel Broadens the
Mind’, would learn how to parse a sentence according to a Latinate
model of grammar, and would confine their use of continuous spoken
language to formal debates on propositions such as ‘This House would
Welcome the Return of Capital Punishment’.
It was here, in the narrower, cruder associations of the word political,
that I realised what a political arena English teaching had become. I
had for fifteen years been expending my energies, as had scores and
hundreds of like-minded colleagues, trying to bring about more success
in English classrooms across the country by promoting approaches
which would work for the majority of children; approaches which were
in some respects extensions of, and in other respects sharply different
from, the practices which had for the previous century served the
minority well enough and lamentably failed the majority. We were
hauling the young people of our nation away from the state of affairs
which had prevailed in the early 1960s, when eight out of ten left
school with no paper qualification whatever. What could be more
admirable than that? Who would not recognise the worth of that
endeavour, whatever their political allegiance?
My naivety was short-lived. I soon came to realise that the Thatcher
and later the Major governments, whispered to by advisers in shadowy
think-tanks and cheered on by supporters in the right-wing newspapers,
had found it useful to invent for the public a fictional image of my
colleagues and me as a kind of fifth column, an enemy within, a group
whose secret mission was to use the classroom to promote leftist
ideologies, and who were in the process bringing about a catastrophic
decline in standards of language, literacy, culture and even manners in
the young. By a curious twist of political language, the phrase our
attackers coined to deride us was ‘the educational establishment’.
I will say of the Labour administrations between 1997 and 2010 that at
least their ministers did not make a public sport of sneering at teachers,
as some of their Conservative predecessors, most notoriously John
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Patten, had done; and that those administrations did straightforwardly
put more money into schools, in particular into primary schools. There
were periods during those years when teachers genuinely felt that
politicians were on their side. But Labour committed its own grievous
policy errors over the English curriculum: examples are the absurd,
suffocating straitjacket of the Literacy Hour, subsequently abandoned;
and its slavish commitment to synthetic phonics as the only way to
teach early reading, which is still with us, alas, and about which I’ll say
more in a moment.
Michael Gove’s arrival at the Department for Education in 2010
brought a return to the worst of the attacks on English teachers which
we had suffered a generation previously. The sneer ‘educational
establishment’ of the 1980s and 1990s was replaced with
straightforward abuse: we were now ‘the blob’. Mr Gove is a cunning
politician, and he knew how well his brand of reactionary populism
would play in large sections of the press. Once upon a time, Samuel
Johnson’s Rasselas was to be taught to all 16-year-olds; now, every
school was to be issued with a copy of the King James Bible.
Something called ‘grade inflation’ was supposed to have watered down
standards; so exams must be made more difficult. The one piece of
really solid research on this matter that I know of is Robert Coe’s paper
(Coe, 2010), published in Research Papers in Education. There Coe
reviews the work which had been undertaken on comparability, and
remarks sadly that the verdict of ‘independent panels of esteemed
international experts’, as he puts it, ‘that, so far as it is possible to say,
procedures are strong and standards have been maintained, does not
appear to have silenced the critics…’
But why should Mr Gove worry about esteemed international experts?
He actually said, explicitly, that we don’t need them in educational
policy-making. To list some other offences committed during his
tenure: the downgrading of the spoken language (except in the most
formal contexts like parliamentary-style debates); the abolition of
coursework at GCSE and its reduction to 20% of weighting at A-level;
the cognitively nonsensical, back-to-front notion that complex
competences such as the ability to write and speak grammatically or to
spell correctly are best taught by breaking those complex competences
down into many analysed parts in advance, and then inculcating the
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analysed parts as a supposed preparation for competence; the
enthusiastic maintenance of the obsession with one, and only one,
method of teaching early reading; these were some of the acts which
brought about that conversation between Mike and me over coffee in
November 2013.
My time with you means that I’m going to discuss only three of the
areas where we’ve offered robust criticisms of current legally imposed
arrangements in the English curriculum and English assessment. These
are: grammar teaching, early reading, and changes in curriculum and
assessment at Key Stages 3 and 4 and GCSE. There are lots more areas
which we do discuss in the booklets and books.

Grammar
Grammar teaching first: and let me start with a positive statement about
the role of grammar teaching in the language education of children and
young people.
Grammatical analysis, taught at the right level of complexity for a
particular stage of learners’ development, is interesting and useful.
Why it is useful? Because to be able to speak about language, to have a
technical language with which to discuss and describe language, a
metalanguage, is as useful as it is to have a technical language with
which to speak about any other area of human endeavour. To have
technical vocabulary at one’s command brings a sense of mastery and
clarity to the person so equipped.
Why is grammatical analysis interesting? Too obvious an answer,
really: language is perhaps the most delicate and remarkable of human
achievements, and to study some of its elements – including the way
that words join together in groups and change their form so that they
make sense – is therefore self-evidently worthwhile.
However, grammar teaching has, over many years, been one of those
totemic battles between those with the power but without the
knowledge, and those with the knowledge but without the power. The
powerful have insisted that only a return to detailed grammatical
analysis, taught in advance, will bring about an improvement in
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standards of writing and speech. They continue this insistence in the
face of almost all the research evidence to the contrary, because, in this
debate as in several equivalent debates, to be right about something is
not what matters to the powerful. What matters to them is to have a
position which burnishes their credentials as guardians of standards, as
representatives of good old-fashioned values which apparently
prevailed in an imagined world of educational excellence in the past.
It doesn’t take much to demonstrate the misguidedness of the idea that
analysis is a prior condition of competence. Take a look at three
examples of writing, collected from classrooms that I have visited in
recent years, which are powerful evidence that competence in written
language precedes analysis of written language, not the other way
round.
The Year 2 child who wrote…
My mum gave me a cricket bat for my birthday.
…did not achieve the ability to write that sentence by being told that
‘My’ is a possessive adjective modifying ‘mum’, ‘mum’ is a common
noun in subject position, ‘gave’ is a past-tense verb which uses a
‘strong’ form rather than the ‘weak’ -ed ending used by other verbs,
‘me’ is an indirect object pronoun (though its form is identical to a
direct object pronoun as in ‘My mum hit me with a cricket bat.’), ‘a’ is
the indefinite article, ‘cricket’, though usually a noun when referring to
the game, is here an adjective modifying the common noun ‘bat’, the
three-word phrase ‘a cricket bat’ is a direct object phrase governed by
‘gave’, ‘for’ is a preposition expressing purpose and governing ‘my
birthday’, ‘my’ is once again a possessive adjective modifying the
common noun ‘birthday’, and the three-word phrase ‘for my birthday’
is adverbial, modifying ‘gave’ in terms perhaps temporal, perhaps
expressing purpose.
A second example. The A-level student who wrote an essay on King
Lear which included the sentence…
Although Edmund’s motive stems in part from the fact that he
is illegitimate and proud of it, it does not explain the full
horror of his actions.
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…was, in the handling of written sentences, a long way ahead of the
child whose mother gave him a cricket bat for his birthday. Although
our student may have been taught about subordinate clauses of
concession, and although she may as a result have been able to identify,
if called upon, the first 17 words of that sentence as a subordinate
clause of concession, it could not have been analytic teaching which
enabled her to write that subordinate clause of concession. She could
write that clause because of countless previous encounters with similar
clauses in her reading and in her experience of the spoken language. I
wasn’t sitting inside her head when she wrote that sentence, but I’m as
sure as I can be that she did not approach it with the conscious thought,
‘I shall need a subordinate clause of concession here.’
The writer of the sentence about the cricket bat was 7. The writer of the
sentence about Edmund was 17. In between, here is a third example,
written by an 11-year-old:
The school that I would like would be one where the teachers
asked you what you wanted to learn that day.
Did our utopian Year 6 child learn to write that sentence as a result of
receiving lessons in advance on the use of the conditional mood and
modal verbs, as in ‘would like would be’? Surely she could not have
written ‘one where the teachers asked you what you wanted to learn
that day’ without prior knowledge that that group of 13 words is a
subject complement to ‘The school that I would like’, and that the
group of 13 words includes a smaller group of seven words – ‘what you
wanted to learn that day’ – which is a noun clause in object position?
Surely (to switch for a moment from grammar to rhetoric) I could not
have uttered the previous sentence without being taught analytically in
advance that irony is the occupation of the space between an apparent
and an underlying reality? Surely she could. Surely I could.
If grammatical analysis were prior to grammatical competence, our
lives would not be long enough to achieve even the most elementary
degree of competence in written or spoken language, because the
grammatical conventions, rules, structures of language – even of
apparently very simple written sentences or spoken utterances – turn
out to be extraordinarily subtle, complex and sometimes ambiguous
when analysed.
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But detailed, prior grammatical analysis is being imposed on primaryschool children by the National Curriculum orders for English at the
moment. In the current orders for Key Stages 1 and 2 (Department for
Education, 2014), and in particular in the statutory Appendix 2 to the
orders, on vocabulary, grammar and punctuation, there is an
extraordinary overload of metalinguistic concepts and categories to be
taught explicitly.
At Year 1, children must learn about plural noun suffixes and that the
prefix un- changes the meaning of verbs and adjectives.
In Year 2, they must learn subordination and noun phrases.
In Year 3, as well as learning about conjunctions, adverbs and
prepositions, they must understand the use of the present perfect tense
and take their understanding of subordination as far as the concept of
the subordinate clause.
Year 4 pupils must know about fronted adverbials and determiners.
Relative clauses and cohesion are statutory for Year 5 pupils, while at
Year 6 they must be introduced to the passive voice and to ellipsis.
The subjunctive makes an entry in the upper years of Key Stage 2: at
Years 5 and 6, pupils must be taught to ‘[recognise] vocabulary and
structures that are appropriate for formal speech and writing, including
subjunctive forms’.
This will not work. It is not working. Most primary teachers do their
best to meet statutory requirements, as they always have done, but a
price is being paid. Too much time is being given up to separate
grammar teaching at an unrealistically advanced level, at the expense of
time given to the teaching of writing, which should include attention to
all the aspects of convention and control which developing writers
need: to the manner as well as the matter of what they write.
We emerge from the extraordinary overload of metalinguistic concepts
and categories to be taught explicitly at Key Stages 1 and 2 into a
relatively simple, ‘trust-the-teacher’ brevity in the curriculum orders for
Key Stage 3.
The Key Stage 3 writing orders cover just over half a page. Grammar
is mentioned three times there. There is then a separate set of orders on
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grammar and vocabulary, with the same status as those on reading,
writing and spoken English. After the unrealism of the demands at Key
Stages 1 and 2, we might have expected that the new Key Stage 3
orders would make demands hitherto appropriate for first-year students
on a degree course in linguistics. But we’re in for a surprise:
Requirements for grammar teaching at Key Stage 3
Pupils should be taught to:
consolidate and build on their knowledge of grammar and
vocabulary through:
extending and applying the grammatical knowledge set out in
English Appendix 2 to the key stage 1 and 2 programmes of
study to analyse more challenging texts…
(Department for Education, 2014)
And the requirements on grammar at Key Stage 4 and in the objectives
for GCSE English Language are barely more detailed than that:
Requirements for grammar teaching at Key Stage 4
Pupils should be taught to:
consolidate and build on their knowledge of grammar and
vocabulary through:
studying their effectiveness and impact in the texts they read
drawing on new vocabulary and grammatical constructions
from their reading and listening, and using these consciously
in their writing and speech to achieve particular effects
analysing some of the differences between spoken and written
language, including differences associated with formal and
informal registers, and between Standard English and other
varieties of English
using linguistic and literary terminology accurately and
confidently in discussing reading, writing and spoken
language.
(ibid.)
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Subject content and assessment objectives for GCSE English
Language syllabuses with regard to grammar
GCSE specifications in English language should enable
students to:
read a wide range of texts, fluently and with good
understanding
read critically, and use knowledge gained from wide reading
to inform and improve their own writing
write effectively and coherently using Standard English
appropriately
use grammar correctly, punctuate and spell accurately
acquire and apply a wide vocabulary, alongside a knowledge
and understanding of grammatical terminology, and linguistic
conventions for reading, writing and spoken language.
(Department for Education, 2013)
So the assumption is that the initial explicit work on grammar should
have been completed by the time children leave primary school.
This is the wrong way round. If there is a time when knowledge about
language should become more explicit, when the use of terminology
should advance, when analysis of texts, including grammatical analysis,
should occupy more of the teacher’s and the students’ attention, it is at
the secondary-school stage. This is when students come much more to
‘know what they know’, to reflect on their knowledge, to engage in
metacognition. And yet all the government’s new, explicit, detailed,
statutory demands about the learning of grammar apply to primaryschool pupils. Secondary-school students are merely required, in a
general way, to ‘carry on the good work’.
I want to finish this part of the discussion by acknowledging, indeed
honouring, the work on the relationship between explicit grammar
teaching and competence in writing done at this university by Debra
Myhill and her colleagues. I referred to it earlier. To my knowledge,
it’s the first piece of research which puts a bit of a dent in my simple
dictum that competence precedes analysis. The work studied the
writing of 744 Year 8 students in 31 schools in the south-west and
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Midlands of England. The students were divided into an ‘intervention’
group and a ‘comparison’ group.
They wrote narrative fiction,
persuasive writing and poetry. Both groups were given the same set of
stimulus materials and resources, but only the intervention group had
detailed teaching units, planned at lesson level, in which grammar was
explicitly taught.
Briefly, the study found that explicit grammar teaching, offered to Year
8 students, especially when their teachers had good linguistic subject
knowledge, offered in the context of worthwhile teaching resources
using interesting texts, did have a clear positive effect on the writing of
those students who were already abler writers. Less able writers
received no significant benefit from the intervention. The teaching
materials were excellent, according to some of the teachers interviewed
in the research. (They have since been published by the National
Association for the Teaching of English, and I know how good they
are.) The quality of teachers’ linguistic subject knowledge was crucial;
when teachers lacked confidence in teaching about grammar, they made
matters worse for students.
To finish about grammar: I believe that, as regards explicit grammar
teaching, the balance should be shifted so that there is more explicit and
detailed teaching at secondary level than that proposed in the current
National Curriculum orders, and less – not none – but less at primary
level. That shift appears in my alternative National Curriculum for
English, which I shall mention in the last part of this talk.
A very brief aside: the wrong-headedness in government requirements
on grammar is exactly paralleled by that on spelling.
By statute, children of 5 and 6 must consciously, analytically, be taught
46 separate spelling patterns.
The number drops to 26 for Year 2, to 17 for Years 3 and 4, and to 10
for Years 5 and 6 (though children at Years 3 and 4 and at Years 5 and 6
must also learn the spellings of a prescribed list of 100 words in each
case).
Once again, the error lies in the fact that the number of patterns which
must consciously be taught decreases as children get older. Once again,
this is exactly the wrong way round: it is as children get older, and as
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their familiarity with actual written language increases, that they will be
able to apprehend and make analytic sense of a wider variety of spelling
patterns.

Early reading
My second area of concern: early reading. Here again, the debate about
how young children can best be taught to read is decades old; and here
again, a debate which should exist within the boundaries of the
profession has been hijacked by some politicians and their courtiers
because they see benefit to their reputations in espousing simple, oldfashioned, no-nonsense, back-to-basics, traditional positions in slogans
to the public and the media, regardless of whether those positions are
right or wrong.
As with my remarks about grammar, let me start – and this may
surprise you – by saying something positive about phonics.
Our writing system makes use of an alphabet. Alphabets did emerge as
attempts to match single symbols to single sounds. We know about the
historical links from the Egyptians to the Phoenicians, from the
Phoenicians to the Greeks, from the Greeks to the Roman and the
Cyrillic alphabets. We can acknowledge without difficulty that there
are regular symbol-to-sound correspondences in written English; that
there are lots of them. Yes, the cat sat on the mat. Yes, the rain in Spain
stays mainly on the plain. Yes, Ned is in his red bed. Why not make
use of these convenient facts as we help children to learn to read?
Certainly we should make use of them. But the trouble is that a kind of
zealotry, backed up by political power and government money, has
taken over the discussion, so that those with the power but without the
knowledge insist that identifying symbol-to-sound correspondences
according to a particular lock-step method is the only means by which
children learn to read – and furthermore that any other method of
teaching is not merely useless but damaging.
It’s easy to challenge that zealotry, intellectually. It’s easy to point out
that contemporary written English owes its form to a host of historical
influences, scribal, etymological and semantic, many of them nothing
whatever to do with grapho-phonic correspondences. It’s easy to show
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that many of the simplest words in English, those which young children
have to encounter at the earliest stages, do not demonstrate predictable
grapho-phonic correspondences: the numbers ‘one’ and ‘two’ would be
good examples.
But the real intellectual poverty of phonics zealotry is revealed in its
failure to recognise the sheer power of the learning brain when a reader
engages with a written text.
The reader is equipped with a memory which, by the age of three, has
learned to recognise, retain and distinguish thousands of faces, places
and things; she has already made remarkable progress in mastering the
delicate complexities of the spoken language; she understands
implicitly that the signs and symbols all around her mean something;
she has a natural need to link the syntactic patterns in her spoken
language to syntactic patterns on the page in front of her; and yes,
sometimes there are predictable grapho-phonic correspondences which
will help in the decoding of unfamiliar words, but mostly the decoding
has to be done by other means.
A whole panoply of support is available to the learning reader, from
semantic, syntactic, grapho-phonic, picture, textual and bibliographic
clues. When teachers and other adults, notably parents, help children to
make full use of these supports as they show them into books and other
places where they encounter written language, they give them the best
chance of becoming skilled and independent readers.
Against this diverse wealth of meaning-making approaches to texts, the
government proposes synthetic phonics. Synthetics phonics from age 3
onwards if possible, and if the regular doses don’t seem to have worked
by age 7, more doses thereafter. An obsession with method over
understanding. Here is Marie Clay’s marvellous wisdom from her book
Reading: The Patterning of Complex Behaviour (Clay, 1979), published
40 years ago.
...all readers, from the competent 5-year-old on his first
reading book to the efficient adult, use:
•

the sense

•

the sentence structure

•

the order of ideas, words, letters
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•

the size of words or letters

•

special features of sound, shape and layout

•

and special knowledge from past experience.

As explanations of what we do when we read, the terms ‘look
and say’, ‘sight words’ and ‘phonics’ are nonsense. Reading
is more complex than that.
By far the most important challenge for the teacher of reading
is to make it easier for the child to operate successfully in
getting precise messages from books.
In England, as most people here know, the situation has gone beyond
irony, to the point that the ‘phonics check’ which children have to
undertake at the end of Year 1 includes testing their ability to recognise
words which don’t actually exist in the English language – nonsense
words – because they supposedly demonstrate regular grapho-phonic
correspondences. Lewis Carroll or Edward Lear would have enjoyed
themselves poetically with each year’s inventions.
So, in much more detail than I have time for here, we have tried to
show in the booklet on early reading how reading is, in fact, the
complex behaviour of Marie Clay’s felicitous phrase.

Spoken language and coursework at Key Stages
3 and 4 and GCSE
Thirdly and finally in this part of the talk, changes in curriculum and
assessment at Key Stages 3 and 4 and GCSE. I’m going to focus on
two features only here, both mentioned briefly earlier: spoken language
and coursework.
It should be non-controversial to agree that the English curriculum
should promote a range of competences in the use of the spoken
language – a range which will include collaborative, exploratory
discussion, argument and exposition, questioning, role-play and drama,
as well as formal spoken forms such as speeches and debates.
And so it was, in the National Curriculum orders for spoken language at
Key Stage 3 which were valid until July 2014. However, the orders
which replaced those, and which are valid now, reduce that range

Writings 2013 to 2019 !431
substantially. You’ll see that, apart from one reference to ‘informal
contexts, including classroom discussion’, the use of the spoken
language at Key Stage 3, so far as the government is concerned, should
be dominated by formality and performance.
The orders for spoken English at Key Stage 3 which took
effect in September 2014
Pupils should be taught to:
speak confidently and effectively, including through:
using Standard English confidently in a range of formal and
informal contexts, including classroom discussion
giving short speeches and presentations, expressing their own
ideas and keeping to the point
participating in formal debates and structured discussions,
summarising and/or building on what has been said
improvising, rehearsing and performing play scripts and
poetry in order to generate language and discuss language
use and meaning, using role, intonation, tone, volume, mood,
silence, stillness and action to add impact.
(Department for Education, 2014)
The more formal, more performance-based uses of the spoken language
– debates, talks, speeches, presented or dramatic readings of poetry –
should certainly be part of the spoken language curriculum. But it is
perfectly clear that the government’s vision of the use of the spoken
language, at least at Key Stage 3, is that of a junior version of the
Oxford Union. There is little sense here of the range of kinds of talk,
from the most exploratory, collaborative and tentative through to the
most finished, individualistic and assertive, that teachers should admit
in their classrooms.
Surprisingly, then, the orders for Key Stage 4 offer a sort of about-turn,
or at least half-turn, back towards a better balance.
The orders for spoken English at Key Stage 4 which took
effect in September 2015
Pupils should be taught to:
speak confidently, audibly and effectively, including through:
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using Standard English when the context and audience require
it
working effectively in groups of different sizes and taking on
required roles, including leading and managing discussions,
involving others productively, reviewing and summarising,
and contributing to meeting goals/deadlines
listening to and building on the contributions of others, asking
questions to clarify and inform, and challenging courteously
when necessary
planning for different purposes and audiences, including
selecting and organising information and ideas effectively and
persuasively for formal spoken presentations and debates
listening and responding in a variety of different contexts,
both formal and informal, and evaluating content, viewpoints,
evidence and aspects of presentation
improvising, rehearsing and performing play scripts and
poetry in order to generate language and discuss language
use and meaning, using role, intonation, tone, volume, mood,
silence, stillness and action to add impact.
(ibid.)
Unlike the Key Stage 3 orders, these don’t actively prevent teachers
from teaching well. They do demonstrate, however, a lack of coherence
in government policy on the teaching of spoken language as between
Key Stage 3 and Key Stage 4.
Unfortunately, the statutory subject content for GCSE English
Language for syllabuses which have been taught since September 2015
is completely at variance with the Key Stage 4 orders, and is only
concerned with formal presentations.
Statutory subject content for GCSE English Language for
syllabuses taught from September 2015
presenting information and ideas: selecting and organising
information and ideas effectively and persuasively for
prepared spoken presentations; planning effectively for
different purposes and audiences; making presentations and
speeches;
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responding to spoken language: listening to and responding
appropriately to any questions and feedback;
spoken Standard English: expressing ideas using Standard
English whenever and wherever appropriate.
(Department for Education, 2013)
This variance between the Key Stage 4 orders and the statutory subject
content for GCSE English Language is either unintended – the result of
a failure of coordination between those drafting different documents –
or it is an exercise in saying something moderately enlightened about
the Key Stage 4 curriculum, while knowing that most teachers are
obliged to focus on GCSE requirements and will therefore be under
pressure to neglect the more exploratory and collaborative aspects of
talk.
On top of this, the government’s true estimation of the value of the
spoken language is to be seen in the fact that since 2014 GCSE
candidates’ performance in the spoken language has no longer
contributed to their final main grade in the examination.
This is simply backward in the context of the demands on future
citizens to be fluent and confident users of the spoken language in their
professional and social lives. And there is no excuse either, these days,
in terms of the technological challenges of recording and assessing
speech. I’m not saying that the educational task of judging speech and
assigning it a grade is easy; it wasn’t easy when we used to do it. But
we used to do it, using heavy, clumsy tape-recorders (when I started
they were still reel-to-reel) and we judged and moderated, or were
moderated, as best we could.
Coursework has been abolished at GCSE and its weighting reduced at
A-level. In removing coursework from GCSE English, the government
has undermined a principle which, in theory, it enthusiastically
supports: that young people should increasingly take responsibility for
their learning, should show that they are capable of independent study
and research. These qualities are greatly valued in higher education,
and are clearly of importance in many areas of the world of work. To
remove the experience of coursework from the schooling of 14- to 16year-olds is to deny them the opportunity to take a measure of

!
434
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019
responsibility for their learning, and to ill-prepare them for future
challenges in education and work.
The government is right to be concerned about the possibility that
students will cheat, especially in the age of the internet, by passing off
others’ writing as their own. The facts, however, should have allayed
this concern. The number of incidents of malpractice in all GCSE and
A-level subjects across all the exam boards in 2014, the year in which
the decision was taken to abolish coursework at GCSE from September
2015, had actually decreased from previous years: 2,550 penalties were
issued, representing 0.012% of the total number of entries; that is, 12
per 100,000 (Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation,
2014). This is 12 too many, of course, but it absolutely does not justify
the abolition of coursework at GCSE.

Current requirements to be welcomed
Before I move on to the last part of the talk, let me say that, though
many of our criticisms of current requirements for the English
curriculum and its assessment are robust, we’re not unrelievedly
hostile.
There are things we welcome, whether they’re recent
innovations or arrangements which have been in place for a long time.
The Early Years Foundation Stage profile, for example, is on the whole
an excellent document, and a good way of assessing very young
children’s progress across the whole curriculum. I understand that it’s
to be updated, and that its revised version will be introduced from
September 2020, with a national pilot from September of this year. I
hope that its essential spirit will be retained.
The government got itself into an embarrassing mess of its own making
a few years ago by trying to introduce something called baseline
assessment, using a separate assessment tool from that in the profile: a
quite unnecessary duplication. Because of its obsession with the virtues
of competition, the government invited six bodies to bid to design the
new assessment tool, a number which it later reduced to three, only to
realise that, if schools were given the choice of three different
providers, it would be very difficult to guarantee reliability and
comparability of standards. So it dropped that idea, and from 2020
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baseline assessment will take place at the beginning of a child’s
reception year, using the revised profile.
One other example of statute to be welcomed: the writing orders for
Key Stages 3 and 4 and the writing requirements for GCSE English
Language, and the composition orders for writing at Key Stage 2, are
on the whole good.
They do not actually prevent or impede
imaginative teaching. There is something there about range, something
about the composition process, something about purposes and
audiences.
On the other hand, these orders are in denial about one of the
fundamental characteristics of the social reality in which children and
young people live and move, in and out of school: that of the use of
digital technologies and media to compose, receive and respond to
writing. There is nothing about writing enterprises which involve
collaboration. Nothing about the combining of writing with other
modes such as sound and image. So, while these orders are good as far
as they go, they miss an obvious opportunity to reflect the way that
much writing actually gets done in the world now.

Alternatives in curriculum and assessment
The last part of this talk is the one which, I hope, may be the most
useful to you. Review the best of the past, yes; critique the worst of the
present, yes; but what to put in its place?
We decided to propose a complete set of alternatives to current
arrangements for curriculum and assessment in English 3 to 16. Our
alternatives would not replace everything: they would respect and
maintain arrangements where they were good (I’ve given two examples
of those), sometimes improving them as necessary, but radically
overhaul elements of current arrangements which are destructive or
unworkable.
In deciding to do this, we were aware of one of the great ironies of the
current situation. The government, under Conservative, Labour and
coalition administrations, has spent enormous amounts of time, money
and effort in constant revisions and re-revisions of the National
Curriculum since it was first introduced in 1989.
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I mentioned earlier that, in principle, I was and am in favour of a
National Curriculum, in that it should offer all children and young
people access to the same range of knowledge, skills and
understanding. However, as we all know, with the introduction of
academies and free schools in England, we have a large and growing
proportion of state schools (the great majority in the case of the
secondary sector) which are released from the requirement to follow the
National Curriculum at all!
This is an incoherent and inequitable position. Either have legal
enforcement for all – and the logic of this position, utopian as it may
seem, would be to include independent schools within the scope of the
legal enforcement – or achieve a broad national consensus on the
knowledge, skills and understanding which children and young people
are entitled to have gained in each curriculum subject at various stages
of their schooling, without the need for legal enforcement. If the latter
seems utopian too, well, utopia exists in Scotland.
So, since the booklets and books have been published, we have been
encouraging schools not bound by the National Curriculum to follow
our curriculum instead. And to schools still bound by some of the
worst elements of the National Curriculum, we represent a sense that
there is an alternative, and we offer a framework for curriculum and
pedagogy that they could draw on, however unofficially.
Here is our alternative National Curriculum for English 3 to 16.
(Incidentally, the reason that we don’t propose an alternative curriculum
16 to 19 is that there is, of course, no existing common curriculum to
propose an alternative to. But in the English 16 to 19 booklet and in her
chapter in the 11-19 Routledge book Angela Goddard makes detailed
proposals for the improvement of curriculum content and assessment
arrangements for all the courses taken in that phase.)
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An Alternative Curriculum for English 3 to 16
Talk
Early Years Foundation Stage
•

Communication and language development involve giving children
opportunities to experience a rich language environment; to
develop their confidence and skills in expressing themselves; and
to speak and listen in a range of situations.

•

Children express themselves effectively, showing awareness of
listeners’ needs. They talk about events that have happened, are
happening or are about to happen in the future. They develop their
own narratives and explanations by connecting ideas or events.

•

Children listen attentively in a range of situations. They listen to
stories, accurately anticipating key events, and respond to what
they hear with relevant comments, questions or actions. They give
their attention to what others say and respond appropriately, while
engaged in another activity.

•

Children follow instructions involving several ideas or actions.
They answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions about their experiences
and in response to stories or events.

Key Stage 1
Play
•

Pupils engage in collaborative, exploratory and imaginative play.

Links with other modes
•

Pupils listen and respond orally and dramatically to stories,
rhymes, poems, songs and information texts, printed and
electronic, told, recited and read. They are helped to discuss their
written work with other pupils and the teacher. They engage in
drama, whether improvised on the basis of simple frameworks
provided by the teacher, or using simple scripts.
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Discussion
•

Pupils discuss events in their own lives and in the life of the
school, being encouraged to offer information and opinions in
groups and to the class as a whole. The teacher takes every
opportunity to show pupils how to extend initially simple or
tentative utterances, for example by asking pupils to justify
opinions they have offered.

Good listening
•

Pupils learn how to pay proper attention to the speech of others,
whether that of the teacher or of other pupils. They respond
appropriately to instructions and suggestions. This attention begins
to be demonstrated in the quality of their responses to the speech of
others, whether in their own speech or in appropriate actions.

Media
•

Pupils are given opportunities to respond orally to visual and
electronic media.

Instrumental language
•

Pupils are shown how to give and receive simple explanations,
information and instructions, and how to ask and answer questions
clearly. Within a structure provided by the teacher, they are shown
how to plan learning activities requiring oral collaboration.

Oral performance
•

Pupils tell stories and explore narratives, invented or based on
models which they have read or heard.

•

Pupils are helped to recite short poems which they have learned by
heart.

•

Pupils perform for others in the class, and sometimes – as in school
assemblies – beyond the class. They learn the importance of being
a responsive audience for others’ performances.

Groupings for talk
•

Pupils work in pairs, small groups and as a whole class.
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Key Stage 2
Links with other modes
•

The stories, poems, songs and information texts which pupils read
and hear make increasing demands on their powers of
comprehension and oral response. Pupils are helped to recount
orally the essential matter of texts they have read and heard, and
comment on those elements of the texts which they found
particularly effective.

•

Pupils’ use of drama and role-play, both improvised and scripted,
involves longer and more complex planning and preparation.

•

When discussing their written work with the teacher, and when
reading written work to a group or to the class as a whole, pupils
are encouraged to reflect orally on the decisions they made in
producing the writing as they did.

Discussion and argument
•

When expressing opinions or giving information in groups or to
the class as a whole, pupils justify and support their statements.

•

Pupils are introduced to the idea of argument: that the exchange of
opinion and information will involve complexity and challenge.
They are shown the difference between information and opinion in
oral exchanges.

•

The subject matter which the teacher introduces for discussion
begins to range outside the lives of individuals, their families and
the school, to take in topics in the wider world which are of
concern to pupils.

•

Drama and improvisation are used to provide opportunities for
discussion and argument.

Summary
•

Pupils learn how to summarise a group’s collective opinion on a
particular topic, and how to report that summary to the class as a
whole.

!
440
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019

Good listening
•

The teacher places increasing stress on the importance of good
listening, praising those pupils who show, by their response to the
contributions of others, that they have paid proper and sometimes
critical attention to those contributions.

Media
•

The visual and electronic media with which pupils engage
gradually become more sophisticated and information-heavy,
making greater demands on pupils’ powers of inference and
memory, so that their oral responses to those media are accordingly
fuller, more nuanced and more complex.

•

Pupils begin actively to produce media of their own, using
whatever range of electronic technology is available to the school.

Instrumental language
•

Pupils have opportunities to give and receive increasingly complex
oral instructions in the course of engaging in collaborative
activities. The planning of group activities makes greater demands
on pupils’ ability to co-operate and to arrive at consensus.

Oral performance
•

The opportunities for performed oral work become more
demanding. As well as reciting poems individually, pupils engage
in group performances of longer and more complex pieces which
require planning, the assignment of parts, and some dramatic
sense. These pieces are likely to involve prose and playscript as
well as poetry.

•

Pupils become more confident in performing for others in the class
and for audiences beyond the class.
They learn to be an
appreciative audience for adult performers – for example actors,
poets, musicians and storytellers – working in or outside the
school.

Groupings for talk
•

Pupils work in pairs, small groups and as a whole class.
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Key Stages 3 and 4
Links with other modes
•

Students in the secondary years read and hear literary prose,
poetry, plays, essays, journalism and information texts which make
increasing demands on their powers of inference, memory,
comprehension and response. In their oral responses to these texts,
these powers are exercised and tested using the full range of
collaborative groupings available to the teacher, from pairs up to
the class as a whole.

•

Students are encouraged to articulate orally, in increasingly subtle
ways, to other students in groups or to the class as a whole, why
they chose topics for writing or structured a piece of writing – of
whatever genre – as they did. They are supportive enquirers in
discussing the writing of others.

•

Drama and role-play, improvised or scripted, is in frequent use,
both as activities in their own right and as supports to other
elements of the English curriculum.

Discussion, argument and debate
•

The exchange of opinion, information and argument, on social,
environmental, moral and political topics affecting students in their
lives in and beyond school, and moving into matters of local,
national and international significance, is a staple of the oral work
of the class. In the secondary years, formal debate is added to the
repertoire of structures within which students engage in these
exchanges.

Summary
•

Students’ skill in the oral summary of previous discussion or of
information and ideas taken from educational resources is practised
and extended.

Good listening
•

The good listening which has been encouraged at Key Stages 1 and
2 continues to be the focus of the teacher’s attention and, as
appropriate, praise. Good listeners give careful consideration to
what other contributors have said, are willing to build on those
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contributions as appropriate, and – where a listener challenges
another’s contribution – are able to demonstrate, courteously but
critically, why that contribution seems to the listener turned
speaker to be incomplete, inadequately expressed or wrong.

Media
•

The English classroom provides every opportunity, within the
resources available, for students to make use of modern media.
Students respond orally to literary and informational ideas and
stimuli they receive via the whole contemporary range of digital
and electronic sources and platforms.
They have regular
opportunities to create products, individually and collaboratively,
using these media.

Instrumental language
•

In collaborative tasks of increasing complexity and length,
requiring patience and stamina, students’ ability to give and receive
instructions, to plan together, to discuss ways forward in the task,
to come to consensus even where there was initial disagreement, is
exercised and tested.

Standard English
•

Students for whom English is an additional language, or who use a
non-standard variety or varieties of English in their everyday
speech, are shown the standard equivalents of the non-standard or
first-language-influenced forms they use, so that they are enabled
to use oral Standard English in the many contexts in which it is
appropriate. This is often best done as part of the specific study of
varieties of English.

Oral performance
•

Oral performance, whether individually or in groups, is a regular
feature of the secondary English classroom. Performance takes the
form, for example, of prepared talks and improvised scenes,
dramatic readings, or recital of poetry from memory. Performed
reading, for example of poems, scenes from plays or passages of
prose, may involve the use of recording equipment such as tablet
computers and digital cameras, so that performances can be played
back and evaluated.
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Groupings for talk
•

Students work in pairs, small groups and as a whole class.

Reading
Early Years Foundation Stage
•

Children are introduced to picture books, which the teacher or
other adult reads to and with them individually, in small groups or
as a whole class. The picture books contain stories, poems, songs
and rhymes, and simple information texts. The teacher makes
particular use of picture books with repetitive language structures.

•

Children are encouraged to pay attention to meaningful print in the
immediate setting in which they are learning, and on visits beyond
the setting.

•

Children are encouraged to discuss, with the teacher and amongst
themselves, the books and other meaningful print they encounter.
The teacher encourages children to take over and join in with the
reading of those parts of books and other print that they recognise.

•

In the course of the reading they undertake with children, the
teacher takes the opportunity to point out grapho-phonic
regularities in pairs or larger groups of words. The word displays
in the settings in which children are learning also feature some of
these regularities.

•

Children are shown the written forms of their names, and are
helped to read them.

•

Children learn the letters of the alphabet, and are introduced to
some of the speech sounds the letters represent.

Key Stage 1
The content of reading
•

Pupils are introduced to picture books, collections of poems, songs
and rhymes, folk tales, myths, legends, historical and
contemporary stories, and information texts.
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•

Pupils’ own writing forms part of the resources which the teacher
uses to promote reading.

•

Especially in classrooms where there are pupils learning English as
an additional language, books are available in the pupils’ first
language(s) and in bilingual editions.

•

Pupils are surrounded by meaningful print in the classroom, in
addition to that in books. This print is present in and on labels,
captions, notices, sets of instructions, plans, maps, diagrams, and
word and sentence displays. Pupils often listen to and watch audio
and audio-visual resources which combine sound, picture and text.

•

Pupils are introduced to texts as sources of reference. They are
shown how to use dictionaries and encyclopaedias, printed and
electronic, appropriate to their age group. They are shown the
purpose of contents lists and indexes in books.

The clues to successful reading
•

As a result of frequent and pleasurable encounters with books,
pupils build up a vocabulary of whole words that they recognise on
sight.

•

Pupils are helped to use all the clues or cues which readers need to
make successful sense of print and other writing. These clues or
cues are: semantic, syntactic, grapho-phonic, pictorial, textual and
bibliographic.

•

Pupils are helped to an understanding of the grapho-phonic
regularities which exist in written English words.
Letter-tophoneme regularities and regularities in onsets and rimes are
pointed out in the course of reading, and examples of such
regularities are in evidence in classroom displays. It is made clear
to pupils that such regularities are partial, not complete; there are
many words, especially amongst those that pupils encounter most
commonly, which do not observe such regularities.

•

Building on their knowledge of the letters of the alphabet, pupils
learn more of the diversity of speech sounds which letters,
especially vowels, commonly make in the context of different
words.
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Links with other modes
•

Pupils have opportunities to relate their reading to their spoken
language. In addition to talking to the teacher and to each other
about their reading, they recite, retell and dramatise texts they have
read.

•

In their own writing, pupils have opportunities to retell or adapt
texts they have read.

Groupings for reading
•

The teacher arranges for a variety of groupings for reading. He or
she regularly shares books with the whole class, inviting pupils’
participation in the reading and discussion of the text. The teacher
also organises the class in small groups in which, regularly, the
same text is being read and discussed by pupils, with the support of
the adults working in the room.

•

The teacher often listens to the reading of individual pupils.

•

Pupils discover the pleasure of independent reading.

Key Stage 2
The content of reading
•

Pupils have continual opportunities to read high-quality, pleasuregiving texts. These texts cover a wide range of genres: realistic
contemporary and historical fiction, traditional stories such as fairy
stories, myths and legends, plays, poetry, information texts and
discursive writing.

•

Pupils become confident in the use of reference sources such as
encyclopaedias, dictionaries and thesauruses, printed and
electronic.

•

Pupils are shown how meaningful continuous text often combines
with other modes, such as illustrations, diagrams, maps and
captions, to communicate narratives, ideas and information, in both
printed and electronic resources.

•

In studying poetry, pupils are shown something of the range of
forms, terms and techniques which poets and poems use.
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•

Pupils’ own writing forms part of the resources for reading.

•

Pupils encounter texts which extend their existing competence as
readers, and have opportunities to read fast and easily texts well
within their existing competence.

•

Especially in classrooms where there are pupils learning English as
an additional language, books are available in the pupils’ first
language(s) and in bilingual editions.

•

Pupils listen to and view readings on DVD, radio, television and
the internet. They watch filmed versions of books, and discuss the
differences between the film and the book.

The skills of successful reading
•

Those pupils who have not by Year 3 achieved fluency as decoders
of text are offered more intensive help in learning to use all the
clues or cues which readers need to make successful sense of print
and other writing. These clues or cues are: semantic, syntactic,
grapho-phonic, pictorial, textual and bibliographic.

•

Pupils are shown some of the more advanced skills which
successful readers employ in order to construct meaning from
texts. These include:
–

following the narrative of a piece of writing (whether
imaginative or factual), inferring what is happening and
speculating about what may come next

–

interpreting ideas and themes in a text, and forming questions
and comments during and after reading

–

skimming, scanning and selecting in order to locate and record
information

–

comparing and combining information from different sources

–

describing the features, fabric and fun of language in literary
and other texts

–

learning and making use of appropriate terminology in
discussion of texts.
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Links with other modes
•

Pupils have regular opportunities to discuss their reading with
other pupils and with the teacher, articulating their responses to
what they have read, and listening carefully to the responses of
others. They respond to their reading in drama and role-play.

•

Pupils’ increasing familiarity with a range of kinds of text leads
them to try out for themselves some of this range in their own
writing.

Groupings for reading
•

The teacher arranges for a variety of groupings for reading. He or
she frequently reads aloud to the whole class, often inviting pupils’
participation in the reading and discussion of a text. He or she also
organises the class in small groups in which the same text is being
read and discussed by pupils. There are also regular opportunities
for individual, independent reading of books chosen by the pupil,
with guidance from the teacher.

•

Pupils recommend to other pupils books they have read, giving
reasons for their choices.

•

The teacher sometimes listens to the reading of individual pupils.

Key Stages 3 and 4
The content of reading
•

Students continue to develop their appreciation and love of
reading, and read increasingly challenging material. In addition to
reading the kinds of high-quality and pleasure-giving texts
specified at Key Stage 2, students are introduced to journalism, to
extended essays and reviews on literary, critical and social topics,
to written advocacy and propaganda, and to some technical and
other demanding factual material.

•

Students’ reading of imaginative literature includes some classics
of the British, Irish and world-wide heritage of writing in English,
including plays by Shakespeare and by major dramatists of
subsequent centuries; examples of lyric and narrative poetry from
the Elizabethan period to the present day; and some prose fiction
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(both novels and short stories) by major authors. The selection
which teachers make aims for a balanced representation of
different genres, historical periods and geographical, ethnic and
cultural settings.
•

In their reading, students make use of online sources and
platforms, such as websites, wikis and blogs, as well as print.

•

Students’ own writing forms part of the class’s resources for
reading.

•

Especially in classrooms where there are students learning English
as an additional language, books are available in the students’ first
language(s) and in bilingual editions.

Students as critical readers
•

•

Students are shown how to develop mature critical faculties as
readers. These include:
–

identifying and interpreting themes, ideas and information in a
text

–

exploring structural aspects of a text, for example its form,
setting, plot, characterisation, argument or powers of
description

–

analysing and evaluating a writer’s decisions about vocabulary,
style and grammar

–

learning to discriminate between more and less effective
examples of writing in a particular genre, and to articulate these
critical judgements

–

comparing surface meaning in a text with an implied sub-text

–

placing written texts in their historical and social contexts, so as
to understand why a writer has revealed, consciously or
unconsciously, certain assumptions and attitudes.

In reading poetry, students are shown the characteristics and learn
the names of a variety of forms and techniques. They are shown
how poets frequently use figurative, metaphorical and non-realist
language to achieve effects.
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Links with other modes
•

All the other modes of language are continually in play in
interaction with reading. Reading sometimes leads to writing.
Discussion, role-play and drama are frequently used to interrogate,
analyse, respond to and extend reading.

Groupings for reading
•

The teacher continues to read aloud to students, engaging them in
discussion of texts as the reading progresses. There are also
frequent opportunities for pair and small-group discussion of texts.
Students are encouraged to read widely and independently, and to
keep a journal in which they record the details of their reading and
their responses to texts.

Writing
Early Years Foundation Stage
•

Children are encouraged to draw pictures, and to accompany the
pictures with ‘writing’ explaining what the pictures represent. This
‘writing’ may be emergent writing, in that the marks do not
correspond at all to conventional letters and words, or a mixture of
emergent writing and conventional letters and words.

•

Children are encouraged to include writing, for example notices
and signs, in their dramatic play. They are provided with materials
enabling them to do so. Children write about the imaginative
content of their play.

•

Role-play offers starting-points for later writing.

•

The teacher provides models of writing in the books shared with
the children: story books; books of poems, rhymes and songs; the
simplest information books. The writing the teacher asks children
to do often emerges from this shared reading.

•

The teacher models writing herself or himself by writing publicly
for and with the children, asking them for contributions to the
writing.

!
450
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019
•

The classroom is rich in meaningful print. The teacher continually
draws children’s attention to the print, reading it and explaining
what it means.

•

Children have some early handwriting practice. The teacher
begins to teach handwriting by manual demonstrations of how
letters are formed. Children practise the forming of letters by
movement of their hands and arms, tracing the letters in the air
before practising them on paper; by tracing letters in sand; by
making letters from play dough; and using templates. The teacher
scribes groups of words for children who are not confident enough
to write at all, and shows them how to write underneath a group of
words that he or she has written, or to trace over the words using
tracing paper.

•

Children are shown how to write their own names, and are
introduced to the alphabet and to the names of the letters.

•

When children make use of phonetic or idiosyncratic spellings, the
teacher praises the boldness of their efforts, while sometimes also
saying, ‘This is how we see it written down.’

Key Stage 1
The content of writing
•

Pupils continue to produce short texts, often descriptive captions
for their drawings.

•

The range of pupils’ writing widens, to include: imaginative
stories, accounts of real-life experiences, poems, letters, responses
to artistic experiences, simple playscripts, diaries, writing in role as
historical or mythical figures, reports of science experiments,
recipes. All these kinds of writing may be produced using digital
and electronic equipment as well as with pen and paper.

The distribution of writing
•

Pupils are shown that most writing is to be read and enjoyed by a
readership wider than the teacher, though the teacher is a vitally
important reader. Writing is regularly read aloud to the class; it is
displayed on the classroom walls; it is combined into books or
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booklets to form part of the class’s library; it is read aloud at events
beyond the classroom, such as school assemblies. Writing on
computers, or writing transferred from paper to computer, is shared
electronically with classes in other schools.

Links with other modes
•

Pupils are introduced to a wide range of longer texts, which the
teacher reads to the class as a whole, and which pupils read in
groups and individually. Oral work, such as storytelling, the
recounting by pupils of recent experiences, and improvised drama,
is a starting-point for writing. On the basis of this range of reading
and oral work, pupils are shown how to write longer texts
themselves.

The modelling of writing
•

Teachers engage in shared writing with pupils, using a flip chart or
blank big books or the whiteboard. In the course of this shared
writing, they teach about the content and structure of texts and
about conventions of the writing system.

Groupings for writing
•

As well as taking part in writing as a collective activity involving
the teacher and the whole class, pupils write in pairs and small
groups. They are encouraged to offer each other ideas, comment
on each other’s work, and help each other with conventions, for
example spellings.

•

There are also occasions when pupils write quietly and
individually.

The writing system
SPELLING
•

The classroom contains a wide range of resources for spelling,
including alphabet cards and strips, alphabet books and early
dictionaries, name cards showing pupils’ names in upper and lower
case, word banks relating to work currently being done in the class,
displays of groups of words which exhibit spelling patterns, and
displays of common, high-frequency words which need to be learnt
individually.
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•

Through shared reading and writing, the teacher teaches the
spellings of some of the many common words which do not
conform to regular spelling patterns, and shows pupils that there
are regular spelling patterns by which other words may be
grouped.

•

Although always willing to give spellings, the teacher encourages
pupils to be independent in their efforts to spell conventionally: to
‘have a go’ first; to consult a word bank or dictionary, classroommade or published; to ask a friend; to write out the word in
different ways before looking it up. Pupils have personal spelling
journals. Once new correct spellings are in the spelling journal,
pupils are shown how to practise them using the Look–Say–
Cover–Write–Check routine.

•

Once pupils begin to produce continuous texts, the teacher
introduces them to simple proofreading habits.

PUNCTUATION
•

Through shared reading and writing, pupils are taught about
conventions of punctuation appropriate for this age group,
including the correct use of capital letters, full stops, commas,
question marks, exclamation marks, apostrophes and speech
marks.

•

Examples of the correct punctuation of phrases and sentences are
displayed around the classroom.

LAYOUT
•

Pupils are shown a variety of ways of laying out their writing, for
example how to combine writing with illustration in engaging
ways. They are introduced to the use of paragraphs and chapters in
prose and verses in poetry.

•

Teachers show pupils how to explore the more flexible possibilities
of layout on computers.

Handwriting
•

Work on pupils’ handwriting, begun at the Early Years Foundation
Stage, continues. (See the teaching methods suggested in the
alternative curriculum for the Early Years Foundation Stage.)
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•

The teacher teaches letter formation either by grouping letters
which are similarly formed, or according to the frequency of their
usage, beginning with the most frequently used letters. He or she
points out the value of the fluent handwriting of frequently used
groups of letters in internalising common spelling patterns.

•

While they are writing, pupils are able to see alphabet strips (lower
and upper case) using correct letter formation.

•

Familiar songs, rhymes, poems and phrases such as proverbs can
be used for handwriting practice.

Key Stage 2
The content of writing
•

The range of forms of writing to which pupils are introduced and
which they attempt includes: chronological accounts, descriptions,
discursive essays, poems, prose stories, playscripts, diaries, letters,
writing for formal or public purposes such as a speech, sets of
instructions, writing in response to direct experience and to stimuli
such as stories, poetry, films on television, DVD or online.

•

These forms of writing are employed to achieve a range of
purposes, including: to recount, to re-present, to remember, to
explain, to instruct, to advocate, to discuss, to narrate, to distil a
thought or idea in concise terms, to respond to an aesthetic
experience.

The distribution of writing
•

The media by which forms of and purposes for writing are
communicated include: handwritten scripts on paper, wordprocessing on screen, physical book-making, wall displays, poster
campaigns, blogs, web publishing, emails, reading aloud, staged
and filmed presentations.

•

Pupils write for a variety of audiences, in addition to the teacher, in
and beyond the classroom, including: other pupils in the class,
pupils in other classes in the school and in neighbouring schools,
other groups in the local community, groups around the UK and
internationally reached through the internet.
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The composition of writing
•

Pupils have the opportunity to fashion and change their work,
redrafting and polishing it until it brings satisfaction and pleasure
both to the writer and to the reader.

Links with other modes
•

Pupils have opportunities for the copious reading of high-quality
texts – factual, instructional, persuasive and imaginative – which
help them to develop competence and confidence in handling
forms of and purposes for writing. They are shown how writers
craft texts to achieve particular meanings and effects.

•

Oral work often precedes writing.
from improvised drama.

•

Pupils’ writing often combines with the other modes of language,
for example in oral presentations which include performed, quoted
or displayed writing, or in part-scripted, part-improvised drama.

Sometimes writing emerges

The modelling of writing
•

As at Key Stage 1, teachers engage in shared writing with pupils,
in the course of which they teach about the content and structure of
different kinds of text and about conventions of the writing system.

Groupings for writing
•

As well as taking part in writing as a collective activity involving
the teacher and the whole class, pupils write in pairs and small
groups. They offer each other ideas, comment on each other’s
work, and help each other with conventions of the writing system.
Digital media such as class blogs provide good opportunities for
this kind of collaboration.

•

There are also occasions when pupils write quietly and
individually.

The writing system
SPELLING
•

Teachers draw pupils’ attention to common spelling patterns in
English. Some of the many English spellings which have to be
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learnt as wholes are displayed on the classroom walls, appearing in
the context of meaningful sentences.
•

Pupils are shown the use of dictionaries, printed and electronic,
appropriate for their age group, and of appropriate spelling apps on
tablet computers and other digital equipment.

•

Pupils are encouraged to be independent in their efforts to spell
conventionally, although the teacher should always be prepared to
give spellings if pupils’ independent strategies have failed.

•

Pupils have personal spelling journals in which to note new correct
spellings. They are shown how to practise them using the Look–
Say–Cover–Write–Check routine.

•

When pupils write on computers, they use the spellchecker (set to
UK English spelling conventions), while being warned that
spellcheckers are not infallible; they cannot detect homonyms or
homophones.

•

Pupils become familiar with the habit of proofreading the drafts of
their texts.

PUNCTUATION
•

Teaching of the most common features of punctuation (capital
letters, full stops, commas, question marks, exclamation marks,
apostrophes and speech marks) continues as at Key Stage 1, in the
context of the study of meaningful sentences and texts, including
texts produced by pupils. Other punctuation marks (semi-colons,
colons, brackets) are introduced in the same way.

LAYOUT
•

Pupils are shown how writing is laid out in handwritten and wordprocessed prose and in printed books, including the use of
paragraphs, chapters and sections within chapters. They learn
about the layout of different kinds of poetry, of playscript, and of
writing used in conjunction with illustrations, as in comic books.

•

Pupils are shown how print is laid out on the internet, and how
writing using different font styles and sizes can combine with other
modes, for example images, sounds and colour, to maximise its
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effect. Pupils try out the more flexible possibilities of layout
which computers offer.

Handwriting and typing
•

Employing the same approaches as are recommended for use at
Key Stage 1, teachers help those pupils who have not developed a
clear, relaxed and individual handwriting style by Year 3 to do so.

•

From Year 3 onwards, pupils are taught to use a computer
keyboard, with the aim that they are able to type at least as fast as
they can handwrite.

Standard English
•

When features of non-standard English or features deriving from
the first language of an EAL learner are inadvertently used in
pupils’ Standard English writing, the teacher points out those
features, and says what their standard equivalents are. Pupils may
sometimes consciously use non-standard forms in their writing, for
example in some poetry and in the dialogue of stories and plays.

Key Stages 3 and 4
The content of writing
•

Students continue to write across the full range of forms of writing
listed at Key Stage 2. Their developing competence and maturity
are evident in writing at greater length, with increasingly conscious
control over the structure and organisation of different types of
text. Students write to: report, narrate, persuade, argue, describe,
instruct, explain; recollect, organise thought, reconstruct
information from outside sources, summarise, hypothesise; express
themselves in aesthetic and imaginative ways.

The distribution of writing
•

The teacher continues to be a vitally important audience for
students’ writing.

•

Students continue to use the full range of means of distribution,
physical and electronic, listed at Key Stage 2, giving them
opportunities to write for a variety of local and distant audiences
beyond the teacher. They publish electronically, off-line or online,
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for example by having a class intranet or internet site where they
can display their work, and where fellow students and the teacher
can respond.

The composition of writing
•

Students sketch, plan, draft, redraft, polish and proofread their
writing, on paper or on a computer or using a combination of both,
so that they achieve satisfaction in reading and presenting the
finished article. The teacher however makes it clear that not every
writer needs always to sketch and plan, and not every piece of
writing needs to go through multiple stages of reworking.

Writing in multi-modal contexts
•

Language activities which combine speaking, listening, reading,
drama and the use of digital technologies for writing occur
frequently. Students come to understand that writing can be a
preparation for other modes of language, or an outcome from the
use of other modes of language, or a contributing element to
productions and presentations in which more than one mode, both
of language and of other forms of communication, are engaged.

Groupings for writing
•

There is a balance between writing done individually by students
and writing which contributes to a collaboration. Collaborative
writing usually involves small groups of students working in a
format which naturally calls for multiple contributions. Sometimes
collaboration involves the whole class, as in the production of an
anthology of imaginative writing.

•

In the course of working collaboratively, students are shown how
to be effective and supportive critics, editors and proofreaders of
each other’s work.

The writing system
SPELLING
•

As necessary, the strategies for improving spelling listed at Key
Stage 2 are maintained.
Students routinely make use of
dictionaries, printed and electronic, and spelling apps to check
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spellings, and use the spellchecker (set to UK English) on
computers, while being aware of its limitations.
PUNCTUATION
•

•

As well as continuing to discuss the use of basic features of
English punctuation as listed at Key Stage 2, teachers introduce
students to other conventions such as:
–

the use of quotation marks for citations, to reify words, or to
acknowledge informality or unusual usage

–

the use of dashes for parenthesis

–

the use of the hyphen in compounds (‘an in-form player’, ‘a
black-and-white photograph’).

Discussion of the use of basic punctuation marks such as the
comma leads students to understand explicitly what their functions
are. Students’ study of the use of punctuation marks in writing
enables them to realise that sometimes a particular usage is a
matter of style rather than correctness, and that the use of
punctuation marks has changed over time.

LAYOUT
•

Students are introduced to conventions of layout in writing such as
the indentation of quotations and the use of indented lists on
separate lines to make reading easier.

•

Students build on their understanding of the possibilities of layout
as listed at Key Stage 2 to explore more fully how handwritten,
printed and on-screen writing can be combined with illustration
(pictures, diagrams, maps) and with other modes (sound, colour,
design elements such as font size and style) to communicate most
effectively with the reader.

Handwriting, typing and word-processing
•

The few students who for various reasons have not achieved a
clear, relaxed and individual handwriting style by the beginning of
Key Stage 3 are helped with letter formation by copying
handwritten texts whose content is appropriate for their age and
level of maturity.
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•

If students have not by the beginning of Key Stage 3 achieved the
fluency in their use of a computer keyboard which enables them to
type at least as quickly as they can handwrite, they are shown how
to do so, using one of the online teaching packages available.

•

Students are shown how to use the facilities of word-processing
and web-publishing programs, including the shifting of text, use of
italic and bold styles, underlining, choice of fonts, incorporation of
illustrations, use of boxes and shading to help the reader.

Standard English
•

As at Key Stage 2, when features of non-standard English or
features deriving from the first language of an EAL learner are
inadvertently used in students’ Standard English writing, the
teacher points out those features, and says what their standard
equivalents are. Students sometimes consciously use non-standard
forms in their writing, for example in some poetry and in the
dialogue of stories and plays.

Grammar and knowledge about language
Key Stage 1 – grammar
•

In the course of their reading of texts presented by the teacher,
pupils are shown examples of nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs,
pronouns and connectives, and are introduced to these terms.
Pupils are asked to identify examples of these classes of word in
their own and in others’ writing. The classroom has displays of
such examples.

•

Pupils are introduced to the idea of a sentence (a group of words
which expresses a complete, finished thought or idea). They are
shown how a sentence can be constructed (during which they are
shown the purpose of simple connectives) and how sentences,
placed one after the other, can build towards an effective
continuous text.

!
460
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019

Key Stage 2 – grammar
•

Pupils are introduced to different kinds of noun (common, proper,
collective, abstract); to the idea that verbs can express states and
feelings as well as actions; to the diversity of kinds of adjective,
adverb and pronoun. They are introduced to the word classes
article, preposition, exclamation.

•

Pupils are introduced to the idea of phrase (a group of words
which does not contain a verb) and to the idea of clause (a group of
words containing a verb, which can also be a sentence but does not
have to be).

•

Pupils are introduced to the idea of noun, verb, adjectival and
adverbial phrases.

•

The idea of clause is linked to the introduction of three kinds of
sentence: simple, compound and complex. Teaching about complex
sentences leads to the introduction of the idea of the subordinate
clause.

•

Pupils learn about another distinction in sentences: that between
statement, question, command and exclamation.

•

Pupils are shown examples of deliberately incomplete sentences:
sentences with no verb, which may contain no more than one
word, which writers have used to achieve special effects.

•

Pupils are introduced to the idea of the subject of a sentence.
Complete sentences (except some commands and exclamations)
must have a subject and a verb. Some sentences also have an
object. The object can be direct or indirect.

•

Pupils are shown the difference between simple present, simple
future and simple past tenses in verbs.

Key Stage 2 – knowledge about language
•

Pupils are shown that many words operate in word families. Often,
individual words within families are distinguished by prefixes and/
or suffixes. At the heart of a family of words is a root word.
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•

Pupils are introduced to simple etymology, so that they have some
understanding of the historical and linguistic origins of some
common words.

•

Pupils are shown examples of synonyms and antonyms, and are
introduced to these terms.

•

Pupils are shown examples of texts from different periods, so that
they have some understanding of how writers’ use of vocabulary
has changed over time.

•

Pupils are taught about some aspects of variety in contemporary
English, for example the use of different accents, dialects and word
usages in Britain, Ireland and across the English-speaking world.

•

Pupils are introduced to the beginnings of text grammar: that is,
they are shown how sentences, paragraphs and longer chunks of
text relate to each other in different ways, depending on the kind of
writing being studied.

Key Stages 3 and 4 – grammar
•

Students are shown that many words operate in more than one
word class.

•

Students are introduced to the distinction within grammar between
syntax and morphology.

•

Students are shown examples of the active and the passive voice in
sentences.

•

Students are shown examples of mood in sentences: indicative,
interrogative, imperative, conditional. They are shown examples
of the small number of cases where English still uses the
subjunctive.

•

Students are introduced to the idea of the complement in sentences.

•

Students are introduced to the idea of noun, verb, adjectival and
adverbial clauses.

•

Students are shown and helped to name some of the different kinds
of phrases and clauses: for example relative clauses as a sub-set of
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subordinate clauses, and clauses and phrases of time, of place, of
manner, of concession.
•

Students are shown the small number of inflections in English
verbs, and introduced to the idea of agreement between subject and
verb.

•

Students are introduced to the distinction between transitive and
intransitive verbs.

•

Students are shown the purpose and use of modal verbs, and learn
how to distinguish between modal and lexical verbs. They are
shown how modality can be also expressed by adjectives and
adverbs, and by adjectival and adverbial phrases and clauses.

•

Students are helped to recognise and name the full range of verb
tenses: simple and continuous present; simple and continuous
future; simple past and past perfect; future perfect; pluperfect. In
the context of the study of the perfect tenses, they are introduced to
the function of auxiliary verbs.

•

Students are shown how sentences can be analysed in three
different ways: in terms of the class of each individual word in the
sentence; in terms of the dynamic of the sentence (its subject/object
relations; its use of subordination); and in terms of the way that a
group of words, such as an adjectival phrase, can perform its
grammatical function, even though – taking this example – it
contains words of classes other than adjectives.

Key stages 3 and 4 – knowledge about language
•

Students develop further their understanding of text grammar,
becoming familiar with the terminology to describe a range of
genres of writing and speech, and being helped to recognise
register through observing some of the genres’ typical
characteristics. They are shown how cohesive devices hold a text
together.

•

Students are shown examples of homophones and homonyms or
homographs, and are introduced to those terms.
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•

Students compare examples of different kinds of spoken language
and written language.

•

Students investigate the structure and presentation of digital and
multimodal texts.

•

Students study the spread of ‘Englishes’ across the world: dialects
and Creoles, differences between Standard English and nonstandard forms, differences between the standard forms of different
countries. They are shown examples of writing by established
authors which makes use of non-standard forms, for example in
dialogue.

•

Students’ continuing study of etymology includes more of the
historical reasons for today’s English spelling: the historical and
linguistic origins of words, borrowings from other languages, the
efforts of some groups to reform spelling, the decisions of printers
and scribes, the accommodation of the writing system to newly
invented words.

•

From their reading of pre-20th century texts, students are shown
some of the major changes in English grammar, punctuation,
vocabulary and word meanings over the centuries. They study
some contemporary trends and fashions in language, and the use of
deliberate deviance from standard forms for special effects.

•

Students study some of the connections between language and
power, whether in interpersonal or mass uses of language.

•

Students study some aspects of early language acquisition.

Drama
Early Years Foundation Stage
Making
•

Children play inventively and with concentration, both alone and
with others. They take on roles and engage in action in their play.

•

Children use role-play areas provided by the teacher, and suggest
ideas of their own for planning and creating role-play areas.
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Presenting
•

Children take part in simple dramatic presentations to the class,
based on stories which the teacher has told or read, or on situations
which the teacher has suggested.

•

Children use voice, facial expression, gesture, movement and
space in their presentations

•

Children use simple aids to performance, such as the dressing-up
box.

Responding
•

Children respond to the intervention of the teacher as a participant
in role-play.

•

Children respond to the simple dramatic presentations they watch,
both as audience and as commentators on what they have seen.

Key Stage 1
Making
•

Pupils engage in drama games introduced by the teacher.

•

Pupils move beyond play towards an awareness of the aesthetic
nature of drama.

•

Pupils discover the disciplines and pleasures of working with other
pupils in role-play, improvisation and the preparation of
presentations.

•

Pupils begin to recognise the need to practise presentations to
make them better.

•

Pupils have opportunities to play a character or put across a
particular point of view in drama, through speech, gesture or
action.

•

Pupils prepare and learn by heart a few lines in scripted
performances.

•

Pupils are introduced to some of the techniques of improvised
drama.
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•

Pupils are introduced to some of the techniques of theatre.

Presenting
•

Pupils participate in group and whole-class dramas.

•

Pupils are introduced to simple scripted dramas of one or more
scenes.

•

Pupils learn to take turns in speaking parts, whether in improvised
or scripted presentations.

•

Pupils use their voices and bodies to create characters and
atmospheres, employing language appropriate to those characters
and atmospheres.

Responding
•

Pupils come to understand and take pleasure in the difference
between ‘real’ and ‘pretend’; in adult terms, they are helped to
reflect on the symbolic nature of drama.

•

Pupils are able to explain the key differences between a play and a
story in prose or poetry.

•

Pupils are able to comment on a presentation with the beginnings
of critical judgement: what were the ‘good’ and ‘not so good’
things about the presentation? what would make it better? what
was their favourite moment as spectators?

Key Stage 2
Making
•

Pupils become confident in the dramatic portrayal, individually or
in groups, of characters and situations taken from literature, oral
storytelling, factual sources or situations introduced by the teacher,
derived from elements of any subject or area of the curriculum.

•

Pupils become familiar with several of the techniques of process
drama.

•

Pupils learn how to take material from existing sources and express
it in dramatic form.

•

Pupils learn by heart longer parts in scripted dramas.
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•

Pupils learn how to structure longer and more complex dramatic
sequences.

•

With the help of models of written drama provided by the teacher,
pupils begin to write playscripts, initially of single scenes, later
moving on to multi-scene scripts.

•

Pupils develop their skill as collaborators, negotiating the content
of the drama, roles to be taken, and responsibility for making or
acquiring necessary equipment, in drama work done for its own
sake or in preparation for a presentation.

Presenting
•

Pupils show increasing control of and subtlety in portrayal of
character, development of tension, use of humour, comedy,
poignancy and surprise, in presentations, scripted, semi-scripted or
wholly improvised.

•

Pupils carry out dramatic intentions with clear but unforced control
over movement and voice.

•

Pupils explore the use of elements of theatre such as staging,
dramatic structure, props, costumes, sound and lighting, to increase
the impact of presentations.

•

Pupils begin to use modern media and electronic technology to
enhance and support their work in drama.

•

Pupils have opportunities to perform presentations for audiences in
addition to other members of the class (for example to other
classes in the school, including classes of younger pupils, to school
assemblies, and in performances to which parents and the wider
community are invited).

Responding
•

Pupils develop an understanding of generic repertoire in drama, for
example by seeing and comparing: television and film dramas of
various kinds, including animation; theatrical genres such as
puppetry and mime, as well as conventionally staged presentations
by human players using language and action; scripted, semiscripted and wholly improvised dramas; realistic, mythic and
fantasy dramas; comedy and tragedy.
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•

Pupils advance their understanding of some of the techniques of
theatre and of drama on film and television.

•

Pupils have the experience of being taken to theatrical productions
outside school, and of watching and participating in theatrical
events in school provided by outsiders.

•

Pupils recognise strengths and weaknesses in their own and others’
dramas through critical observation of and comment on the
characters created, the issues involved and the processes employed.

Key Stages 3 and 4
Making
•

Students continue to use drama as a mode of learning throughout
the curriculum.

•

Students try out a diversity of dramatic styles, including
unorthodox approaches, in experimenting with improvisation and
text.

•

Students create and rehearse improvised and scripted dramas, for
themselves and for others, which are entertaining, moving or
surprising and which show increasing subtlety and complexity of
structure and characterisation. In terms of content, this work may
draw on the content of any subject or area of the curriculum to
explore major issues of contemporary social, political or moral
concern, or may be on lighter, comic or more personal and
individual themes.

•

Students give and accept suggestions and ideas during
improvisations and rehearsals for presentations with tolerance and
growing maturity.

•

Students take on parts in scripted dramas which call for significant
memorisation.

•

Students experience the discipline and teamwork required to
organise and rehearse a drama which must be performed to a
deadline.
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Presenting
•

Students perform dramas in a variety of genres, making artistic
choices and shaping design elements to intensify dramatic meaning
for an audience.

•

Students develop further skills in the use of voice, posture,
movement and gesture which sustain and develop dramatic action
and the presentation of character.

•

Students work productively, imaginatively and thoughtfully as part
of an ensemble, whether as performer, director, designer or stage
manager.

•

Students combine dramas with other art forms, including the visual
arts, dance, music and poetry.

•

Students integrate sound and silence, movement and stillness, light
and darkness to make effective use of spaces where dramatic
action takes place.

•

Students make confident use of modern media and electronic
technology to enhance and support their work in drama.

Responding
•

Students understand and are able to define and give examples of
some key concepts in drama, especially fiction, symbol, character,
role, situation (or setting), plot, dialogue, convention, genre.

•

Students develop a mature understanding of many of the
techniques and styles of theatre and of drama on film, television
and digital platforms.

•

Students are introduced to some drama traditions other than the
contemporary and other than the Western literary tradition.

•

Students analyse scripted dramas in order to understand more
deeply the dramatist’s skill in construction of plot, development of
character and the building up of dramatic tension.

•

Students have opportunities to see, discuss and evaluate alternative
interpretations of character or situation.
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•

Students benefit from extensive and varied experience of drama
staged and performed by professionals, in school and out.

•

Students continue to advance their powers of critical evaluation of
their own and others’ dramatic work, whether in school, at theatres
or through film, television and other electronic media.

Media
[This section of the alternative curriculum was written by Andrew Burn.]

Early Years Foundation Stage
Reading media
•

Children view children’s TV programmes and films together in
class. They talk about these experiences, expressing their own
likes and dislikes.

Writing media
•

Children role-play favourite characters from TV and film.

•

Children re-present their favourite films, programmes and other
media (for example, by making posters of them).

•

Setting the media in their context

•

Children discuss friends’ and family’s media preferences.

•

Children discuss rules about media use in the family and school;
they invent their own rules.

Key Stage 1
Reading media
•

Pupils experience, enjoy and discuss different media, especially
film, TV and games, as a whole class.

•

Pupils explore early understandings of who makes the media.

•

Pupils explore early understandings of how media texts are put
together to make meaning.

•

Pupils explore early understandings of media audiences, moving
from themselves and their families to others.
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Writing media
•

Pupils make short print-media texts, including comics and
magazines.

•

Pupils make, act for and edit short films.

Setting the media in their context
•

Pupils explore how texts are connected (for example, how the
Harry Potter stories exist as books, films, games and
merchandise).

•

Pupils explore media histories (for example, how adverts from the
1950s are different from today’s).

•

Pupils explore media regulation further (for example, by being
taught about and discussing the TV watershed).

Key Stage 2
Reading media
•

Pupils experience and enjoy class viewings of TV and film,
including full-length movies, and discuss these.

•

Pupils collectively play and discuss age-appropriate electronic
games.

•

Pupils organise media texts in categories such as genre.

•

Pupils compare their own media preferences with those of others.

•

Pupils explore media institutions and audiences through practical
research projects.

Writing media
•

Pupils make more complex media texts, such as news broadcasts,
longer edited films, simple video games, and websites/blogs. They
re-present their own experiences of film, TV, print media, games
and social media in these productions.

•

Pupils make media texts to represent ideas, social groups and
individuals.

•

Pupils make media texts for identified audiences.
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Setting the media in their context
•

Pupils explore more complex links between texts, such as remakes
and adaptations over time.

•

Pupils explore links between texts and narratives in English, drama
and media (for example, book, stage adaptation, film and video
games of Pullman’s Northern Lights).

•

Pupils explore more detailed regulatory practices, such as agelabelling systems on films and games, and who produces them.

Key Stages 3 and 4
Reading media
•

Students continue to experience, enjoy and discuss collective
viewings of moving-image texts of many kinds (for example,
cinema films, factual and dramatic TV programmes, YouTube
clips, computer games).

•

Students consider complex meanings such as ambiguity, through
close analysis of media texts.

•

Students research media institutions (broadcasters, news
conglomerates, game companies) and their practices, motivations
and functions.

•

Students consider complex audience formations in relation to
social class, gender and ethnicity; and how audiences are becoming
producers in the digital age.

Writing media
•

Students continue to make media texts in different forms,
developing more complex skills in filming, visual design of printed
media, editing, game design and online media design (for example,
navigation, hyperlinking, uses of widgets and plug-ins).

•

Students continue to develop complex representations of
themselves, of their peers, of other individuals and groups in
society, and of ideas.

•

Students simulate media institutions (for example, film and
television production companies, museums and cinemas,
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newspapers, film agencies and institutes, regulators, broadcasters,
game developers, social media start-ups, archives) in their own
productions.
•

Students develop further their understandings of media audiences:
across social groups, over time, internationally, across and between
different media.

Setting the media in their context
•

Students continue to explore, through research, simulation and
creative practice, the wider contexts of media culture: taste,
pleasure and cultural value; the functions of the media in
entertainment, high art, popular culture, politics and education; the
relationship between the media arts and the digital sciences (for
example, in computer-generated imaging in films and in the
programming of games).

When you’ve had a chance to read the alternative curriculum back at
home, I hope you’ll recognise a better-balanced approach than that
which exists in some parts of the existing orders. Zealots we are not.
You’ll see that we do indeed propose some grammar teaching at Key
Stages 1 and 2. You’ll see that grapho-phonic clues or cues are indeed
acknowledged, along with several others, as aids to young children in
making successful sense of print and other writing.
I’ve said nothing this morning about drama and media.
The
government isn’t much interested in process drama – drama as a
learning medium, and it really wishes that media education didn’t exist
at all. We think both are important, and they each have a full place in
our alternative curriculum.
The government is of course aware, and so are we, that assessment
systems can be, and often are, a tighter constraint on what is taught and
how it is taught than the actual content of the curriculum. That
shouldn’t be the case; in a better world, we would decide first what
should be taught and how it should be taught, and then design systems
which do their best to assess how effectively that has happened. So,
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along with our alternative curriculum, we have proposed assessment
arrangements which point to that better world.

Alternatives in Assessment – 3 to 11
We offer here a critique of government-imposed tests and other
assessment arrangements 3 to 11, followed by practical, educationally
preferable alternatives in every case where current arrangements are
unsatisfactory.

Early Years Foundation Stage
Early Years Foundation Stage profile
The principal tool for formal assessment at the Early Years Foundation
Stage is the Early Years Foundation Stage profile, which has been in
operation in one form or another since 2003, and which accumulates
findings about a child’s achievements throughout the early years,
leading to the completion of the profile as a written document during
the last term of the reception year.
As I acknowledged briefly earlier in the talk, the Early Years
Foundation Stage profile, as described in the Statutory framework for
the Early Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education, 2017) is a
broadly enlightened instrument.
It derives from ‘four guiding
principles’ on which practice in early-years settings should be based.
These are that:
•

every child is a unique child, who is constantly learning
and can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured

•

children learn to be strong and independent through
positive relationships

•

children learn and develop well in enabling
environments, in which their experiences respond to their
individual needs and there is a strong partnership
between practitioners and parents and/or carers

•

children develop and learn in different ways… and at
different rates. The framework covers the education and
care of all children in early years provision, including
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children with special educational needs and disabilities.
(ibid., p.6)
The formal profile document requires teachers to judge, at the end of a
child’s reception year, whether he or she is exceeding, meeting or
failing to meet ‘early learning goals’ in each of seven ‘areas of learning
and development’, of which three – communication and language,
physical development, and personal, social and emotional development
– are regarded as ‘prime areas’. The other four areas are: literacy,
mathematics, understanding the world, and expressive arts and design.
Communication and language development involves giving
children opportunities to experience a rich language
environment; to develop their confidence and skills in
expressing themselves; and to speak and listen in a range of
situations.
Literacy development involves encouraging children to link
sounds and letters and to begin to read and write. Children
must be given access to a wide range of reading materials
(books, poems, and other written materials) to ignite their
interest. (ibid., p.8)
The ‘early learning goals’ for communication and language are:
Listening and attention: children listen attentively in a range
of situations. They listen to stories, accurately anticipating
key events and respond to what they hear with relevant
comments, questions or actions. They give their attention to
what others say and respond appropriately, while engaged in
another activity.
Understanding: children follow instructions involving several
ideas or actions. They answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions
about their experiences and in response to stories or events.
Speaking: children express themselves effectively, showing
awareness of listeners’ needs. They use past, present and
future forms accurately when talking about events that have
happened or are about to happen in the future. They develop
their own narratives and explanations by connecting ideas or
events. (ibid., p.10)
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The goals for literacy are:
Reading: children read and understand simple sentences.
They use phonic knowledge to decode regular words and read
them aloud accurately. They also read some common
irregular words. They demonstrate understanding when
talking with others about what they have read.
Writing: children use their phonic knowledge to write words in
ways which match their spoken sounds. They also write some
irregular common words. They write simple sentences which
can be read by themselves and others. Some words are spelt
correctly and others are phonetically plausible. (ibid., p.11)
The statutory framework requires that:
In the final term of the year in which the child reaches age
five, and no later than 30 June in that term, the EYFS Profile
must be completed for each child.
Each child’s level of development must be assessed against the
early learning goals... Practitioners must indicate whether
children are meeting expected levels of development, or if they
are exceeding expected levels, or not yet reaching expected
levels (‘emerging’). This is the EYFS Profile. (ibid., p.14)
As you may guess from my previous remarks about early reading, the
overall excellence of the profile is spoiled, so far as the judgements on
literacy are concerned, by the intrusion into the learning goals for
reading and writing of the government’s overriding obsession with
phonics. Those learning goals could be rewritten so as represent a
broader understanding of how young children’s powers of literacy
develop.
However, to stick to the bigger picture, the Early Years Foundation
Stage profile gives teachers at Key Stage 1 ample information as to the
achievements and needs of pupils beginning Year 1. I hope that its
essential spirit will be retained in its revised version (to be piloted from
September 2019 and introduced nationally from September 2020),
which will be used to give a ‘baseline assessment’ of children’s
achievement at the beginning of reception year.
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Key Stages 1 and 2 – The government’s requirements from
summer 2016
There is no space here to comment on the shifting recent history of the
government’s requirements for assessment and testing at Key Stages 1
and 2. I’ll confine myself to the requirements imposed from summer
2016. Unfortunately, these are no improvement on the past, and in
some respects make matters worse.

Key Stage 1
Beginning in summer 2016, there have been tests for Year 2 pupils in
reading (compulsory) and in grammar, punctuation and spelling
(optional). These tests are externally set, but marked by teachers in
school.
Writing is assessed by teachers, with moderation, on the basis of pupils’
work throughout the year.
The Year 1 phonics check, introduced in 2012, continues. The check
utterly fails to represent everything we know about how a successful
five- and six-year-old reader should be operating. It also utterly fails to
detect a failing five- and six-year-old reader, because to be able to
pronounce isolated, phonically regular words, half of them nonexistent, is no guarantee of being able to read in the sense of being able
to understand meaningful print.

Key Stage 2
As until 2015, from summer 2016 Year 6 pupils have taken compulsory
tests in reading and in grammar, punctuation and spelling. These are
new tests, however, with only one version each (previously, each had
two versions), but including questions designed to test higher-achieving
pupils. The tests are externally set and marked. Writing – understood
as being somehow separate from grammar, punctuation and spelling –
continues to be internally assessed, with moderation at 25%.

Reading and writing dismembered
This is not the place for a detailed critique of the individual questions
and tasks in the four tests at the two Key Stages, and of the assumptions
behind them. A fundamental objection to the grammar, punctuation and
spelling tests, however, is that they divorce those three aspects of
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language from the contexts in which they should be considered: actual,
whole, authentic pieces of writing, read or written. And there is no
justification – only, perhaps, an argument to do with cost – for the
continuing decision to test reading externally but to allow teacher
assessment for writing.

Assessment of speaking and listening abandoned
The assessment of speaking and listening at both Key Stages, even in
the unmoderated form which applied until 2015, has been abandoned
completely.

An alternative proposal for end-of-Key-Stage assessment at
Years 2 and 6
Our alternative proposal for end-of-Key-Stage assessment at Years 2
and 6 takes into account the objections we have offered to the structure
and format of the government’s arrangements in place since summer
2016.

Two tests at the end of each Key Stage
It is perfectly possible to test reading and writing, in all the aspects
appropriate for a given age group, using tasks involving the reading and
writing of an appropriate selection of authentic texts.
We envisage two tests for each of Years 2 and 6: one for reading and
one for writing. The four tests would be externally set and internally
assessed, with moderation. The tasks the tests contain would be
included in large online banks of resources, updated regularly, from
which teachers could choose.
The tests would represent the broad range of possibilities for pupils’
comprehension of and responses to texts (in reading) and their
competence and control as producers of texts (in writing).
A reading test of this kind would assess pupils’ overall understanding of
and response to the meaning and structure of three texts in different
genres, as well as their recognition of words, their understanding of
grammatical concepts and terminology, their grasp of conventions of
punctuation, their apprehension of spelling patterns and families.
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Similarly, a writing test requiring pupils to write three pieces of
continuous prose in different genres, with a suggested word limit for
each, would assess the extent of a writer’s competence, not just as a
communicator of meaning and a handler of different genres, but as a
user of the conventions of punctuation and spelling, and as a controller
of the grammar of English.

No need for separate tests on grammar, punctuation, spelling and
phonics
The separate tests of grammar, punctuation and spelling and the Year 1
phonics check could then be abolished. Reading would be seen as what
it is: an activity in which the decoding of words and the comprehension
of meanings are complementary, interactive aspects of the same,
complex process. Writing would recover its wholeness too. Grammar,
punctuation and spelling would be put back where they best belong: as
integral parts of the construction of meaning in the written language by
producers (in the writing tests) and by receivers (in the reading tests).

Performance descriptors linked to the alternative curriculum
We would have online performance descriptors of competence in
reading and writing.
Our descriptors would be accompanied by
examples. Their purpose would simply be to help teachers and
moderators decide whether a pupil had not yet achieved, had achieved
or had exceeded an expected standard in reading and writing at the end
of Key Stages 1 and 2; so there would be two performance descriptors,
accompanied by examples, for each test at each level, one for achieving
and one for exceeding the expected standard.

Value talk as highly as reading and writing
We would value pupils’ achievements in the spoken language as of
equal importance with those in reading and writing. Recognising the
difficulty, however, of setting effective tests for talk externally, we
would supply schools with online performance descriptors of
competence in the spoken language, supported by audio-visual
examples. As with the performance descriptors for reading and writing,
there would be two for Year 2 and two for Year 6, demonstrating the
characteristics which a pupil must show in order to achieve and to
exceed the expected standard in the spoken language. The purpose of
the descriptors, as with those for reading and writing, would be to help
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teachers and moderators decide whether a pupil had not yet achieved,
had achieved or had exceeded an expected standard in the use of the
spoken language. Assessment of spoken language would be internal,
with moderation, like that of reading and writing, but on the basis of
pupils’ achievements over the whole of Year 2 or Year 6.

In the longer term: trust teachers more
At some point in the future, once teachers have become familiar with
these arrangements, the government might feel secure in relying on
teachers’ professional judgements in making accurate assessments of
their pupils’ achievement in reading and writing at Years 2 and 6
without the compulsory use of externally set tasks. From that point on,
the online banks of tasks would remain, and be refreshed regularly, but
it would be for schools and teachers to choose whether or not to use
them. (The tasks might be helpful, for example, to newly qualified
teachers teaching Year 2 or Year 6 pupils for the first time.) Whatever
happens, local moderation will always be needed.

In summary…
Early Years Foundation Stage
The Early Years Foundation Stage Profile is, overall, an excellent
document, demonstrating an enlightened understanding of learning and
of the relationship between learning and assessment. It is a little
spoiled by the government’s obsession with phonics as the only
effective means of teaching early reading. But it remains the only
instrument teachers need in order to assess children’s achievements in
the Early Years Foundation Stage. We hope that its essential spirit will
be retained in its revised version, to be introduced nationally from
September 2020.

Key Stages 1 and 2
The government’s arrangements for testing at the end of Key Stages 1
and 2 from 2016 are no improvement on those which operated until
2015, and in some respects are even less satisfactory.
The testing of reading and writing should treat these two complex
activities as wholes. At present, the testing arrangements dismember
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them. The tasks on which pupils are tested should be available in an
online bank, updated regularly, from which teachers can choose.
The spoken language should be assessed with the same rigour as
reading and writing, using teachers’ judgements of pupils’ spoken
language throughout Year 2 or Year 6.
The outcome of testing or teacher assessment should be a judgement,
moderated locally, as to whether a pupil has not yet achieved, has
achieved or has exceeded an expected standard in reading, writing and
the spoken language. Online performance descriptors, with examples,
would help teachers to make their judgements.

Alternatives in Assessment – GCSE
Finally and very briefly, to assessment at GCSE. In the relevant
booklets and in the 11-19 book, we welcome many aspects of the
subject content and assessment objectives for reading and writing
which have been in force since 2015. But we make specific proposals
for the reinstatement of spoken language as an element of the main
GCSE grade for English Language, with a weighting of 25%; and for
the reintroduction of coursework as an element of the final grade for
both English Language and English Literature, again with a weighting
of 25%. That still means that final papers would account for 50% of
the weighting at English Language and 75% at English Literature.

Conclusion
That’s just about it. Whatever you think of what we’ve done, you may
well be wondering whether anybody has taken any notice of it. We
have sent briefer versions of our booklets to politicians and senior civil
servants, and had polite but non-committal responses; several
organisations representing English teachers – UKLA, NATE, the
National Association of Advisers in English and the Centre for Literacy
in Primary Education – have featured these briefer versions on their
websites.
I have anecdotal evidence from teachers who have written to me that
the alternative curriculum has been adopted, in whole or in part, in their
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curriculum planning, and I’m told that our work features in initial
teacher education in English at several universities. But no, the earth
has not moved beyond that. Sometimes you just have to say your word,
speak the truth as you see it, and see if anyone responds.
Thanks for listening.

Harold Rosen: Writings on life,
language and learning 1958–2008
In the 2012 introduction to the site, I mention my website of poetry and
personal prose, www.myproperlife.com, and the chapter called ‘English
Teacher’ in my autobiographical memoir there. In that chapter, I pay
tribute to my two great teachers, Peter Hetherington and Harold Rosen.
Harold died in 2008; Peter is still vigorously alive, though he suffered a
major stroke in December 2018 from which he is making a remarkable
recovery.
In 2015, Betty Rosen, Harold’s widow, suggested to me that it would be
a good idea to bring together in one place most of Harold’s enormously
influential but widely dispersed writings. I offered to take on the job.
Betty was initially willing to pay for a website to publish the work, if no
other means of publication could be found. In the event, the University
College London Institute of Education Press agreed to publish the
collection, electronically and in print. The book, 582 pages in length, is
entitled Harold Rosen: Writings on life, language and learning 1958–
2008 (Richmond [ed.], 2017). It’s available at https://www.ucl-ioepress.com/books/language-and-literacy/harold-rosen/. It was launched
at an event at UCL in March 2017. Here is the talk, including readings
from the book, which I gave on that occasion.
Hello everyone, and welcome. We’re here this afternoon to launch this
book, which is a bringing-together of a selection of the educational
writings, stories and poems of Harold Rosen.
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Harold studied for an English degree at UCL between 1937 and 1940,
he did his post-graduate teaching qualification at the Institute of
Education, and much later, between 1962 and 1984, he taught in the
English department at the Institute, rising to become head of the
department and a professor of the university. So it’s most appropriate
that we’re here in UCL, of which the Institute is now a part, although
my principal memories of this beautiful building are of 40 years ago,
when it was University College Hospital and I was sitting next to
friends’ bedsides.
The need to bring together Harold’s writings, as Betty Rosen and I have
done, lies in the nature of the thinker and doer that Harold was. There
are academics who write, and leave behind them impressive doorstops
of books containing their thoughts and findings, and that is of course
fine and many of those academics have made important contributions to
the advancement of knowledge.
Harold was a leader of thought in the world of English teaching and
language education in the second half of the 20th century, and he had
the intellectual equipment to pursue a conventional academic career of
great distinction, but that wasn’t the choice he made. His output of
educational publications is large, as you will notice if you buy this book
(as I hope you will) and have to carry it home, but he put his greatest
efforts into collaborations with colleagues, always addressing the needs
and concerns of practitioners. That decision was a natural consequence
of his socialist understanding of how to bring about change in
organisations and systems: it has to be done by collective endeavour.
Most of the words in today’s book are educational writings. They are
grouped in the book under three loose headings: ‘The politics of
language and English teaching’; ‘The role of language in learning’; and
‘Story’. But their concerns very often – in fact more often than not –
chafe against the boundaries, bleed across them. That is the nature of
the thinker and doer that Harold was.
Some of his stories and poems are interspersed amongst the educational
writing. He wrote stories about his childhood in the East End of
London and about his own education. They are already gathered in two
volumes: Troublesome Boy (Rosen, 1993) and Are you still
Circumcised? (Rosen, 1999). The stories are by turns shocking, funny,
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poignant and loving, and questions of language hover within all of
them. There is one story about an experience in Berlin in 1945 when he
was a soldier in the US Army. Seven of the stories, including the Berlin
story, are republished in today’s book, together with a selection of his
published poems. One poem appears for the first time.
I’ve included the stories and poems with the educational writings
because, unlike many full-scale scholars of language, literature and
culture, Harold actually dared to do the thing he wrote so
authoritatively about. And they’re there in the book as plums in the
pudding too: if the educational writing is getting a bit relentless, you
can read a story or a poem for a different kind of pleasure. And I’m
going to follow my own advice by dropping a few extracts from the
stories, and one poem, into the mix in the course of this talk.
Here’s a bit from a story in which Harold remembers his mother, and
her early influence on him. It contains two themes which stayed with
him throughout his life: the centrality of education to change lives, and
a turbulent and challenging approach to the powers that be. He had
gone with his mother to London’s County Hall, then the seat of London
government, because there was some doubt about whether he qualified
for a scholarship enabling him to go to grammar school.
I was eleven, sitting on a hard chair, looking at the man across
the desk. He looked weary, perhaps even cross. My mother
was sitting on a chair next to me. She too was looking across
the desk at the man. I thought I could detect the glint of battle
in her eye, but the man hadn’t noticed. He wasn’t looking at
either of us but down at the buff-coloured folder which he
frowned at while opening it.
The man across the desk looked up and gazed at my mother
without saying a word. Teachers do that, I thought. It’s how
they get on top of you from the word go. My mother wore for
the occasion her best black gloves, a newish grey hat and a
fox fur. Gloves, hat, fur – she was putting on the style. The
man began talking in a rusty voice, affecting infinite patience
and civility, cultivated in dealing with the lower orders,
especially those from the East End. I heard heavy
condescension and controlled insolence. I worried
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desperately. My scholarship to the grammar school was at
stake.
‘Before I hear what you have to say, Mrs Rosen, and I shall
do, rest assured, you simply must understand I have noted all
the details. I have read your letter most carefully. I see from
the form you’ve filled out that you and your husband became
U.S. citizens in 1913. I am very sorry to tell you that makes
the boy an alien. You won’t have read the regulations, of
course. Oh, so sorry, you have? Well, they are very clear,
aren't they? We are obliged to see that all conditions are met
before we can...’
‘Just a minute, just a minute. No one has asked me about
what happened to my citizenship after I came back to England
in 1922. You certainly haven’t, have you? I reclaimed my
British citizenship in 1924 after they changed the law. There’s
quite a few things which concern this scholarship which I've
not been asked about.’
‘Mrs Rosen, we have checked the details very thoroughly.’
‘You haven’t got all the details so how can you have checked
them?’
At this point she took out of her bag a little sheaf of papers. I
marvelled at her composure. The desk-man made an attempt
to speak but my mother, certain she had the initiative, cut him
off.
‘No, no, don’t rush me. Are you in a hurry? Let’s go through
these papers one by one. And you should know that my local
councillor, Mr Silver, will be coming to see you and my MP,
Mr John Scurr, tells me he’ll be writing to you.’
The official’s manner was changing. Not that he became
affable, but he was no longer dismissive and patronising. I
had by now shed all my discomfort and sat revelling in my
mother’s aplomb. I was sure I'd get that scholarship.
And he did.
In the next part of this talk, I’m going to highlight some themes in
Harold’s book which created the climate which I entered and enjoyed
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when I became a teacher in 1974, and which I believe still offer the best
hope for our children and young people in the area of English teaching,
language and learning.
Here’s the first.
In 1956, Harold went as head of English to one of the pilot
comprehensive schools in London, Walworth School.
He wrote a syllabus for the English department during his time there,
which he handed on to his successors when he left in 1958. Most of
that syllabus is in today’s book. It’s an extraordinary document, in
some of its language very much of its time, but with a central,
revolutionary principle which is for all time: that the curriculum must
take notice of and respect the language, culture, interests and
enthusiasms of the students. Old hat? Not in 1958, not in a school then
serving an entirely white, working-class population, not in an overall
intellectual environment which then regarded the working class as
usually deficient in language and intelligence, and in need of the
enlightenment which more fortunate, cleverer people were kind enough
to offer them.
Here is the first paragraph of Harold’s introduction to the syllabus:
The teaching of English at Walworth calls for a sympathetic
understanding of the pupils’ environment and temperament.
Their language experience is acquired from their environment
and from communication with the people who matter most to
them. This highly localised language is likely to stand out in
their own minds in strong contrast to the language experience
being consciously presented in the framework of English
lessons in particular, and school work in general. This
contrast can all too easily become a conflict, ‘aversion to
poshness’, and affectation can easily bedevil the teaching of
English. Whatever language the pupils possess, it is this
which must be built on rather than driven underground.
However narrow the experience of our pupils may be (and it is
often wider than we think), it is this experience alone which
has given their language meaning. The starting point for
English work must be the ability to handle effectively pupils’
own experience. Oral work, written work and the discussion
of literature must create an atmosphere in which the pupils
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become confident of the full acceptability of the material of
their own experience. Only in this way can they advance to
the next stage.
That understanding, and the work of the Walworth English department
from the mid-1950s to the early 1960s, has filtered by countless
channels into the theory and practice of progressive English teaching in
the UK and the English-speaking world.
So that is the first of my string of thoughts, the first of the insights,
initially revolutionary, later accepted, taken for granted, incorporated
into much mainstream practice, then challenged, undermined,
travestied, sneered at by reactionary voices and forces, for which
Harold and his colleagues and contemporaries were responsible: that
the content of the curriculum which the teacher brings to the classroom
must respect the culture and experience which the learner brings there.
The second of the string of thoughts owes its existence to an
organisation which Harold helped to found, in 1947, and which is one
of the sponsors of this occasion: the London Association for the
Teaching of English. LATE was the first locally based organisation in
the UK in which English teachers came together to debate ideas, share
resources and formulate policies for future practice. It was the spur to
the setting-up of other local English teachers’ associations, and to the
establishment of the National Association for the Teaching of English in
1963. Harold describes LATE’s early work, and a crucial development
of that work.
In the Association we are all more or less specialist teachers
of English and for many years we busied ourselves with our
own fascinating specialist concerns… Increasingly, however,
we found ourselves being pushed beyond the boundaries we
had come to accept or perhaps helped to create. We found
ourselves discussing the relationship between language and
thought, how language represented experience, the functions
of language in society, different kinds of language and how
they were acquired, the difference between talking and
writing, the nature of discussion and group dynamics… Soon
we found ourselves talking about ‘language in education’, or
‘language and learning’, and finally about ‘language across
the curriculum’. We felt sure that language was a matter of
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concern for everybody, that if children were to make sense of
their school experience, and in the process were to become
confident users of language, then we needed to engage in a
much closer scrutiny of the ways in which they encountered
and used language throughout the school day. For this we
needed all the help we could get from other subject teachers.
At a weekend conference in May 1968, LATE produced a document
called ‘A Language Policy Across the Curriculum’. (I think that it was
on that weekend that the very phrase ‘language across the curriculum’
was invented.) It was more widely disseminated when it appeared at the
end of the first edition of this book, Language, the Learner and the
School (Barnes, Britton, Rosen and the LATE, 1969 and 1971) which
Harold co-authored with James Britton and Douglas Barnes (and it’s
wonderful to see Douglas here this afternoon). Harold’s contribution to
the book, from which I’ve just quoted, and the LATE document itself,
are in the book we’re launching today.
Language, the Learner and the School had an enormous and immediate
influence in promoting two major ideas: that learners need to use their
own language, especially their spoken language, in coming to grips
with new knowledge which the school wishes them to take on; and that
schools as whole institutions need to consider how the language
through which they offer knowledge to learners is actually experienced
by those learners. Implicit in the second of these two ideas was the
judgement that learners very often experienced the language demands
of the school as incoherent, or deadeningly repetitive, or simply
mysterious.
The 1969 edition of Language, the Learner and the School sold about
35,000 copies in two years. A revised edition of the book was
published in 1971, and sold equally well. Those numbers, incidentally,
give an idea of a time when groups of teachers, working voluntarily, not
under the impetus of government instruction, admittedly in this case
with the help of a sympathetic publisher, had the confidence to generate
ideas which were taken up by the profession immediately and widely.
‘Language across the curriculum’ was a banner raised to signal a
concern and to invite action. A few years later, Harold and his
colleagues in the English department at the Institute conducted a piece
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of research, which emerged in 1975 as this book, The Development of
Writing Abilities 11-18 (Britton, Burgess, Martin, McLeod and Rosen,
1975). It showed that, overwhelmingly, the experience of writers in
secondary schools was that of low-level factual report and the
generalised re-presentation of previously given information, written by
the pupil for the teacher as sole examiner and judge; there was
deadening repetitiveness in that area of those pupils’ language
experience, usually not realised by their teachers. The chapter which
Harold contributed to that book is in today’s book.
Another of Harold’s productive collaborations in the study of language
and learning was with his first wife Connie Rosen; they worked
together, for example, on this very influential book, The Language of
Primary School Children (Rosen and Rosen, 1973). There’s an extract
from that book in today’s book.
Does the idea that there should be conversations between teachers as to
the experience of language which they are providing for their pupils,
with the aim of increasing coherence and reducing deadening
repetitiveness: does that idea seem so obviously right that it’s almost
banal? It didn’t in 1968 and 1975; and its rightness is equally urgent
now.
Time, I think, for a change of note; but still on the topic of writing.
There’s a story in the book called ‘Penmanship’, in which Harold
remembers the trials, tribulations and punishments he suffered as a
schoolboy because of what he and his teachers regarded as his terrible
handwriting. (I never found it so difficult to decipher; perhaps it had
improved over half a century.) He had a teacher at his primary school
who regularly caned him because he couldn’t do his k’s right; though
Harold sportingly acknowledges that at least Mr O’Carroll caned his
left hand, he being right-handed. (He doesn’t say what was Mr
O’Carroll’s approach to left-handed boys. I say ‘boys’, because of
course primary-school classes were then segregated by gender after
‘Mixed Infants’. This being the 1920s, it’s probable that neither boys
nor girls were allowed to be left-handed in that school.)
Going off the point a bit, I have my own story about the segregation of
children in the old London School Board elementary schools. It was
told to me by the vicar of the church my family attended in the 1950s.
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As a young clergyman before the war, he had been passing an
elementary school on the first day of the new school year. He came
upon a little child, heavily wrapped up in coat, scarf and hat, weeping
profusely outside the building. He asked the child what was the matter.
‘I don’t know how to get in!’ was the agonised reply. The young
clergyman took the child by the hand, and led it to the boys’ entrance.
The child, who evidently could read, looked up at the beautifully
sculpted word above the gate, and said, ‘I’m not a boy!’ Puzzled, the
clergyman took the child round the corner to the girls’ entrance. Again
the child looked up at the sculpted word and, weeping ever more
piteously, said, ‘And I’m not a girl!’ ‘What are you, then?’ asked the
clergyman. The answer came immediately. ‘I’m a mixed infant!’
Back to Harold. Amid the misery he was suffering as a result of his
handwriting, there was a bright interlude: an example of what, when I
was working on the National Writing Project in the 1980s, we called
‘writing for a real audience’.
It takes some believing but only a month or two [before these
humiliations] my writing had been in demand. I wrote love
letters for a sailor. I was in the Reading Room of the
Whitechapel Library where some of us used to do our
homework. A wiry little chap slid into the seat next to me and
started muttering something or other. Eventually it turned out
that he was a sailor whose ship had docked somewhere in the
Thames nearby and that he needed to write to his beloved in
Liverpool. He pushed a cheap little writing pad under my
nose and asked me to do the job for him. It was obvious to me
that he couldn’t write but at first I assumed he’d dictate in
whispers and I would simply be his scribe. (Me, his scribe!)
But no, he wanted me to compose as well and it had to be a
love letter. Somehow he made all this clear. I don’t remember
what I wrote though I could make a good guess. I’d not yet
written any love letters myself but I had read a lot of novels
and with shameless confidence I wrote a nice devoted piece to
Agnes in Liverpool. My sailor watched my writing flowing out
of my pen as though I were performing magic. He couldn’t
take his eyes off it. I whispered my text back to him and did
the envelope. He took the letter and envelope and pushed
sixpence across to me – the first money I earned by my writing
in both senses of the word. I did the same job for him half a
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dozen times and then my sailor stopped coming to the Reading
Room, which was just as well because he never showed me
replies from Agnes, if there were any, and I was running out of
ideas. At the time I was grimly amused by the fact that I was
earning money from my penmanship while my teachers waged
an unceasing and ineffectual war against it. I wonder how
Agnes managed.
The third of my string of thoughts concerns the relationship between
theoreticians and practitioners.
Though Harold participated in
important conventional research, in which people with the time and the
funding to do so find out things about what’s happening in schools,
publish their findings, and hope that the publication of the findings will
effect some change for the better, he became increasingly dissatisfied
with it because of its essentially hierarchical nature.
However much the researchers might be grateful to the teachers and
schools providing their ‘data’, it was easy for an ‘upstairs/downstairs’,
‘us and them’ relationship to prevail, a state of affairs which could turn
antagonistic if teachers who had provided the ‘data’ later read critical or
condescending reports of their practice written in books and journals by
people with more leisured working lives than theirs.
On the other side of the blanket, such an approach to research could
encourage a ‘canteen-culture’, ‘poor bloody infantry’, ‘too busy for all
that airy-fairy waffle’ philistinism in teachers, when often the research
did yield insights which could make their and their pupils’ lives happier
and more effective.
So Harold came increasingly to see research as a truly respectful,
collaborative endeavour between people working in schools and people
working and studying in universities. And he enacted structures to
guarantee that better relationship. In 1976, he and his colleagues at the
Institute launched an initiative called ‘Language in the Inner City’,
which was to be a broad-based network of enquiries, involving
collaborations between teachers, advisers, teacher-trainers, researchers
– anyone with an interest in any aspect of that large topic. He wrote
this to Betty Rosen in the autumn of that year.
This morning I told my Diploma students about our project
‘Language in the Inner City’, about the particular way it was
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developing and that it was above all founded on notions of
teacher initiative. Did they want to join in? In what ways?
The floodgates opened and new possibilities poured through,
including using our workshop time to make a video of one
multi-linguistic classroom incorporating each child as a
linguistic cameo. The room was agog. It confirms our notion
that we must turn research upside down. No more pirate raids
for ‘data’. We become facilitators, donkey-workers and
learners instead of ‘experts’. And the students, with a
precious year off to study, not being located as blotting paper
but getting a chance to do things they hadn’t dreamed of. So
even in this job [with adults] the authentic moments come and
you can feel them in the air just as you might with eight-yearolds.
The activities generated in the project, which came to be known as
‘Language in Inner-City Schools’, were discussed in twice-yearly
conferences at the Institute. They were organised by a group of people,
of whom I was one, in and beyond the English department there. They
turned into very large affairs; at their peak, around 500 people attended
every January and June. They ran for more than ten years, and were a
significant exchanging point of ideas and practices for teachers (many
of whose homes and schools extended well beyond the inner city).
The spirit of that entirely voluntary endeavour was later adopted by the
government in the form of two national (by which I mean England-andWales-wide) projects: the National Writing Project and the National
Oracy Project. I was involved in the first of these. They provided
funding for a central team, and for representatives in a number of local
education authorities, to devise, discover and publicise interesting and
often inspiring examples of practice in the teaching and use of writing,
and in the use of the spoken language in learning, in all areas of the
curriculum; with the simple aim that teachers beyond those involved in
the projects would read or hear about the activities and try some of
them for themselves. Harold was an enthusiastic supporter of both
projects.
They were the first – and almost the last – government-funded projects
of that kind. (There was one more, which I shall mention in a second.)
Thereafter, most government money was spent with more directive
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intentions. The Language in the National Curriculum project, in which
I was also involved, was intended to be a giant piece of pyramid selling
by which secondary English teachers and all primary teachers in
England and Wales would be acquainted or re-acquainted with a
Latinate model of sentence grammar. It was a disastrous failure so far
as the government was concerned, although we did manage to produce
much more interesting professional-development materials than those
the government had ordered, which soon gained the reputation and
popularity of samizdat publications in an oppressive state.
Harold, retired by now, followed these developments with close
interest. I told him one day that sales of the samizdat materials had
exceeded 20,000. Ronald Carter, the leader of the project (and a kind
endorser of today’s book), sold them at cost price from Nottingham
University. ‘Fantastic,’ said Harold. ‘You’ve given them the status of a
dirty book!’ I replied that this hadn’t exactly been our intention, but
thanked him for his enthusiasm.
Later, he watched with mounting despair as government initiatives like
the Literacy Hour and the National Strategies became more and more
authoritarian, abandoning any idea that professional development might
be something to do with a partnership between equals, some with more
knowledge and experience certainly, but all involved in a common
pursuit.
Right at the end of his life, he was encouraged by Teachers TV, which
was based on the same principle as the writing and oracy projects, and
in which I was also involved. It used television and the internet to
disseminate interesting and often inspiring practice in all areas of the
curriculum across the UK and indeed the world. He watched some of
the programmes and commented on them to me, in his ever trenchant,
critical but fundamentally supportive way. He didn’t live to see the
arrival of Michael Gove at the Department for Education, one of whose
first acts was to close Teachers TV down, despite its popularity among
teachers.
So that’s the third in my string of thoughts, an idea for which Harold
takes a large share of credit, and in the realisation of which he practised
what he preached: that classroom practice advances best when the doers
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and the supporters of the doers are engaged in mutually supportive
enquiry.
Time for another change of note. In the last part of Harold’s story
‘Cribs’, he and his fellow students in their first year at UCL are
required to translate passages of Old Gothic. (Incidentally, and I
apologise to any senior people here from UCL, Harold was caustically
uncomplimentary about the ancient, arid content of the BA English
course at UCL before the war.) The only remnants of Old Gothic which
had survived until 1937 were fragments of the New Testament. Harold
was Jewish.
All his fellow students were Christians, however
nominally, and more or less familiar with the New Testament; once they
recognised the story being told in the Old Gothic, translation was easy.
There wasn’t a copy of the New Testament in the Rosen household, for
obvious reasons. Harold was deeply reluctant to spend money on
buying one. Then the idea came to him: try the Christian Mission to the
Jews in Philpot Street.
I pushed open the door and there in the large hall was a
desk… A man behind the desk looked up when I came in… I
had prepared my great chutzpah performance.
‘Do sit down. Can I help?’
‘Yes,’ I said firmly. ‘I have never read the New Testament, you
see, and I’d very much like to do so.’
The man brightened up.
‘Do you think I could borrow one for a short while?’
‘Borrow one? We’d be happy to give you one.’
He pulled open a drawer and with a touch of ceremony
handed me a New Testament. I have it to this day. Soft black
leather covers extending beyond the body of the book and fine
rice paper made it flexible and different. I got up to go. But
he wasn’t going to let this occasion slip by so easily.
‘Would you mind waiting just a moment? I’d like you to meet
our Director.’
He edged me into a nearby room. I hadn’t bargained for this.
The Director, a man with a gold watch chain across a black
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waistcoat, in no time was asking me questions. ‘Was I a
student? Why did I want to read the New Testament? Would I
like to know more about Christianity? Would I like to meet a
group of Christian students?’
I improvised feebly, almost always with a lie. When they
asked for my name and address (‘to keep in touch’) I invented
them. They pressed pamphlets on me. I fled from the place,
knowing things hadn’t turned out to be such a laugh after all.
But I had my New Testament and when I next saw [my friend]
Manny I gave him a full report.
‘I missed being baptised by a whisker.’
I was still sufficiently aggrieved about the [Old Gothic] to be
determined to be quite open with my New Testament. I went
into class, smiled at the others and spread it out at the right
page. When my turn came I consulted it with slow
deliberation. Dr Brookfield drew up alongside me.
‘Mr Rosen,’ she said… ‘have you prepared this passage?’
‘Most carefully, Dr Brookfield.’
‘In that case, why do you need this crib?’
She lifted the New Testament, rather irreverently, I thought.
By now I was sick of the childishness of it all.
‘No, Dr Brookfield, this is not a crib, as you call it. This is
your New Testament.’
She was taken aback and I instantly regretted my improvised
rudeness and wished I could withdraw it.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘in this class my New Testament is, I am
afraid, a crib and using it is not fair to the others.’
‘No,’ I said, ‘can’t you see that the whole of this class is unfair
to me?’
I closed my books, stood up, stumbled along the row and left
the room.
When Harold showed me this story, about 20 years ago, he was
entertained to hear that, in the 1950s, at the church in Bromley, Kent
which I have already mentioned, we used to have mission Sundays, at
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which a visiting preacher would come once a year to report on
converting various groups of people around the world to our particular
version of evangelical Protestantism.
Sure enough, someone from the Mission to the Jews turned up on a
Sunday morning in spring, to tell us about trying to persuade the Jewish
community in the East End that Messiah had indeed come; he was
always bracketed on that day with a person from the Irish Church
Missions, who preached at the evening service, and who told us about
efforts to convert Dublin Catholics to Protestantism. It’s fair to say that
the progress reported in both cases was always slow, but we kept the
faith, and put our sixpences into the plate as we sang the final hymn.
The story about the New Testament is, of course, a story about cultural
conflict. It links to the fourth in my string of thoughts, which concerns
the enormous changes in the ethnic and cultural diversity of Britain
which occurred during Harold’s lifetime; changes which were
particularly marked in Britain’s cities.
Harold’s political upbringing and beliefs meant that he understood,
from the beginning, the reasons why Britain became an ever-more
multicultural society from the late 1940s on. The reasons lay in British
imperialism and its consequences. This understanding meant that,
while of course warmly welcoming the presence of people from the
Caribbean, the Asian sub-continent, Africa, parts of China and parts of
southern Europe to our country, he was immune from that hopeful,
optimistic liberalism which assumes that as long as we, the indigenous
whites, the so-called ‘host community’, are tolerant of new kinds of
music and willing to taste unfamiliar foods, all will be well.
Harold was himself an immigrant, having arrived here from America at
the age of two, and he experienced racism himself as a child and young
person. So he combined an immediate interest in the implications of
cultural, ethnic and linguistic diversity for the teaching of English in
schools with a hard-headed recognition that the children and young
people in our schools who had come, or whose parents or grandparents
had come, from other parts of the world, would sometimes or often
experience racism, subtle or unsubtle, implicit or explicit, in their daily
lives.
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There are numerous pieces in today’s book where Harold addresses
these questions, always in a spirit at once positive and unsentimental.
I’ll pick only one, which is an extract from the book he wrote with his
colleague Tony Burgess. The book is Languages and Dialects of
London Schoolchildren (Rosen and Burgess, 1980).
The book presents the results of a linguistic survey carried out in
collaboration with teachers and pupils in twenty-eight schools in the
Inner London Education Authority, as it was then, and the neighbouring
London Borough of Haringey. It was the first publication to map, with
some rigour, the linguistic diversity of schools in the capital.
Harold and Tony proposed that the (then) new situation of great
linguistic diversity in classrooms presented a golden opportunity for the
curriculum: take that diversity, and treat it as potential curriculum
content. They worked with groups of teachers and pupils to design
resources for lessons which would do just that. Here are a few lines
from the extract from Languages and Dialects of London
Schoolchildren which appears in today’s book.
Groups of children have improvised plays on tape in different
languages and dialects, translating for each other, registering
the ways in which a dialect of English may produce
differences of accent, structure, vocabulary, behaviour and
even character. There were teachers who made use of the
original survey or devised modified versions of it to get the
pupils themselves, in pairs or small groups, to compile
information about the languages they spoke…
One English department prepared for the survey by running a
series of assemblies on the theme of the children’s multicultural background. They displayed a chart to show the
various flags of the countries represented. Another school is
preparing to produce a booklet about the languages spoken by
its pupils and to include in it useful information about the
school and the community as well as stories written in the
different languages. Display and discussion of the wealth of
dialects and languages a school or class could boast, as well
as the high incidence of bilingualism and multilingualism,
produced considerable pride, even competitiveness, and
allowed for a demonstration of some consummate imitative
skills.

Writings 2013 to 2019 !497
Today’s urban schools often contain a super-diversity of languages and
dialects, yet more complex and varied than that which Harold and Tony
encountered when they worked with those teachers and pupils. To
study that diversity in the positive but unsentimental way that they did
remains an essential element of a modern curriculum.
I could go on stringing thoughts together like this, but I’m going to
confine myself to only one more. The topic which dominated the last
period of Harold’s intellectual life was narrative – or, as he usually
preferred to call it – story. Stories of all kinds seemed to Harold a
fundamental element of our humanity, both as individuals and as social
beings. He contended that narrative had failed to gain the recognition
and acceptance across the curriculum that it deserves, and that the
curriculum, learners and teachers are the poorer for that.
Skipping through Part Three of today’s book, trying to decide on one
bit which might fairly represent Harold’s thinking on story, a sort of
meta-thought occurred to me, and I hope I’m not stretching a point in
expressing it.
It is that, in a sense, Harold’s concern with narrative in the last part of
his life was a way of stitching together, of unifying, the great diversity
of overlapping concerns which had driven him earlier.
For it’s obvious that a man who writes in 1958 that children’s language
and culture must be respected and incorporated in the curriculum of the
school they attend; a man who in 1968 and 1975 points out that
learners’ experience of the curriculum was dominated by the need to represent factual information, with no opportunity to set those facts in a
broader narrative context, oral or written; a man who in 1976 realises
that the most productive relationship between schoolteachers and
academics is when they are enabled to talk to each other as equals; a
man who, throughout his long career, saw the increasing linguistic and
cultural diversity in our schools as an opportunity for an exchange of
experience, to the mutual enlightenment of all: it’s obvious that such a
man is going to be a champion of the use of stories in schools, both as
events in themselves, and also as key media of learning.
So, in recognition of that championship, here’s just one of Harold’s
many statements about narrative. It’s the first few lines of a paper
called ‘The Nurture of Narrative’, which formed part of this booklet
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Stories and Meanings (Rosen, 1983), published by the National
Association for the Teaching of English, all of which is in today’s book.
‘Listen children,’ runs the Yiddish folk song, ‘listen with your
nose and eyes,’ and listen we did, for in the very next line a
cow flew over the old gossip granny’s roof. What nonsense!
Listen with your nose and eyes, cows flying over the rooftop. I
should be ashamed to be dealing in such trivial absurdities.
And I would be, were it not for the fact that our readiness to
listen to and to tell stories is so universal and takes such a
variety of forms and is made to serve such a range of
functions that flying cows belong with fundamental processes
of the human mind…
In the literature of language education it is often proposed
that the ultimate goal for the teaching of composition is
academic prose, objective exposition or some such. No one
tells us why language development should not include as a
central component getting better at telling and responding to
stories of many different kinds.
We should have been warned. We know now that every Tom,
Dick and Harry is a master of infinitely delicate language
skills from a very early age, rich competences of grammar and
modulated language use, and that every Tess, Bess and
Hannah inherits a complex linguistic semiotic, systems of
meanings developed in their culture, which include modes of
story-telling.
We should have been warned that a common possession of
humankind was not ipso facto of little account but rather an
indicator of the functioning of the mind, a part of the deep
structure of the grammar of our world.
‘…a part of the deep structure of the grammar of our world’: that will
do for me as a pithy definition of narrative, and a reminder of its
centrality in all the interactions involving learning in schools, whether
the interactors recognise the centrality or not.
So that’s my string of five thoughts:
•

children’s and young people’s language and culture respected and
incorporated in the life and curriculum of the school;
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•

the need for conversation and coherence about approaches to
language and learning across a school and across schools;

•

equality of esteem as between schoolteachers and supporters of
schoolteachers;

•

seeing linguistic diversity as a great bonus and as a key element of
curriculum content;

•

and the centrality of narrative in all learning.

It will have to do as the briefest of summaries of the major advances in
our understanding of effective language learning which Harold and his
colleagues helped to bring about.
But if Harold were here this afternoon, he would be saying (and I can
catch his tone in saying it), ‘It’s all very well going on about my stuff.
What are you people doing now?’
Some in the audience are aware of a project which culminated in the
publication of this series of booklets, English, Language and Literacy 3
to 19 – Principles and Proposals (Richmond, Burn, Dougill, Goddard,
Raleigh and Traves, 2015), published by Owen Education and the
United Kingdom Literacy Association.
In the politics of education, and particularly in the area of English
teaching and language education, there has for more than 30 years now
been a struggle between those with the power but without the
knowledge, by whom I mean some politicians and the whispering
advisers who stand behind them in reactionary think tanks and
influential cabals, and who are cheered on by large sections of the
press, and those with the knowledge but without the power, by whom I
mean teachers and those who support teachers, including all the people
in this room.
We have moved from a situation where, when I joined the profession in
1974, teachers had a large measure of autonomy in deciding what to
teach and how to teach it, to a situation today where teachers – and
particularly primary-school teachers – are regarded by the government
merely as machine operators, obliged to follow precise instructions as
to curriculum content, teaching methods and systems of assessment.
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And the trouble is that much of the curriculum content, teaching
methods and systems of assessment thus imposed are simply wrong.
They are ignorant of, or deliberately contemptuous of, the hard-won
wisdom about curriculum, methodology and assessment which Harold
and his colleagues and contemporaries spent so much time and
intellectual effort accumulating.
In these circumstances, Peter Dougill and Mike Raleigh, the directors of
Owen Education, came to me to suggest that we might put together a
series of statements doing three things.
First, remind readers of some of the best that has been thought and
written about English teaching, language and learning over many
decades. Secondly, offer a detailed, robust critique of aspects of
curriculum content, teaching methodology and assessment as they have
been imposed with increasing stringency on teachers of children and
young people aged 3 to 19 in more recent years. Thirdly, and most
importantly, offer detailed, practical alternatives.
This is what we have done in these booklets. They contain, for
example, a complete alternative curriculum for English 3 to 16; and a
complete set of alternative proposals for assessment, tests and
examinations 3 to 19.
We’re here this afternoon principally to celebrate the publication of
Harold’s book, so if you only have £20 to spend afterwards, either here
or in the café upstairs over drinks, spend it on Harold’s book. But if
you haven’t seen the booklets, and you’ve got a bit more cash to spare,
do splash out on some of them. And while I’m in sales mode, we’re
also selling, for £10, Simon Gibbons’ excellent account of the founding
and first 20 years of the work of the London Association for the
Teaching of English (Gibbons, 2013), to which Harold made such a
major contribution, and which is 70 years old this year.
Before I close, there are some people I want to thank.
Raj Xavier runs the Prontaprint shop in Camden High Street. Through
the wizardry of his technology, 90% of Harold’s writings were
converted from print or typescript to Word documents, which I could
then manipulate (in the most innocent sense of that word, of course).
Without Raj, I’d still be bashing in the text with my two fingers.
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Tony Burgess, John Hardcastle, Jane Miller, Betty Rosen, Michael
Rosen and Simon Wrigley were an advisory group who helped me
make the decisions as to which of Harold’s writings should go into the
collection, and where some of them were to be found.
John Hardcastle and, later, Andrew Burn, arranged for me to have a
Visiting Research Associateship at the Institute, which gave me access
to the Institute’s wonderful library and the archive of Harold’s papers.
It was Andrew who introduced me to Nicky Platt, who runs the Institute
of Education Press, and it was Nicky who, having had the typescript for
no more than a fortnight, said she would publish the book with no
changes to the text – an author’s dream. Thank you to Nicky, and to all
her team at the Press – Nicole Edmondson, Sally Sigmund, Margie
Coughlin, Jonathan Dore and Michelle Cannon – for the wonderful job
they’ve done in bringing the book to completion.
Eve Bearne, Ronald Carter and Neil Mercer have written kind
endorsements of the book, for which I’m very grateful and which will
do the sales no harm at all.
Thank you to Michael and Betty for introducing the evening. Betty was
Harold’s key collaborator for more than 30 years in the last part of his
life. It was her idea that his writings should be brought together in one
place, and she has been my collaborator and encourager throughout the
project.
The last piece in the book is a poem. You’ve heard that Harold was an
immigrant. He was born in Brockton, Massachusetts, and came to this
country with his mother when he was two. Born in the USA, he was
officially an American citizen (and remained so throughout his life),
and so it was the US army he joined when called up in 1945. In the last
period of his military service, after the war had ended, he was posted to
Germany. Many years later, he wrote this poem about an experience he
had one night in Frankfurt.
It’s nearly always a mistake to explain something about a poem before
reading it aloud, but I’m going to take that risk by telling you that ‘Wir
sind die Moorsoldaten’ – ‘We are the bog soldiers’ – refers to a song
written by prisoners – political opponents of the Third Reich – in Nazi
moorland labour camps in Lower Saxony.
In 1933, one camp,
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Börgermoor, held about 1,000 socialist and communist internees. They
were banned from singing existing political songs, so they wrote and
composed their own. The poem is called:

In the SS barracks, 1945
In the SS barracks in Frankfurt-am-Main
(home of IG Farben, makers of holocaust gas)
I lie in one of the beds allocated to the Occupying Power.
In the dormitory in the dark in 1945
I hear an anonymous hummer in the bed beside me
Wir sind die Moorsoldaten
The song of the concentration camps
I hum along with this master-ironist
In this army bed only a few killings ago
A fine young man stretched himself out
He had not yet heard the guns in the south
Not a speck of mud or blood on his uniform
His black uniform folded tidily beside him
Nor on his lovely black boots
Standing to attention by his locker.
My hummer has stopped now.
Comrade in the dark, in your SS bed,
Are you too asking yourself
Why is there no blood on these sheets?
And how can we sleep with ghosts?
In Frankfurt, and later in Berlin, Harold saw at first hand some of the
results of the evil which fascism had brought upon the world. The dog
had split the skin of civilisation, and snarled and slaughtered. In large
parts of the world today, the dog is not far beneath the skin, and is
growling. Harold would have been in no doubt that our responsibility
today is to challenge and resist the forces of authoritarianism,
isolationism, racism, fascism, fear and hatred of the other, in whatever
ways – however small – we can.
Thanks for listening.
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The first Becoming our own Experts
In summer 2019, the National Association for the Teaching of English
published an edition of its journal Teaching English entitled ‘Becoming
our own Experts’. The edition featured examples of teacher-initiated
classroom research. Its title echoes the work which I and a group of
colleagues, teachers of a range of subjects, did at Vauxhall Manor
School in south London between 1974 and 1979, researching the
interactions of language and learning in our classrooms. That work led
to the production of the volume called Becoming our own Experts
(Eyers and Richmond [eds.], 1982), which – as I mention in the 2012
introduction to the website – has been online since 2012 at
www.becomingourownexperts.org. Here is the article I wrote for the
journal.
I am gratified that an edition of Teaching English should bear the title
‘Becoming our own Experts’. Gratified, but also reminded of the
march of time. The first Becoming our own Experts was a 441-page
paperback with a red cover, published in 1982. It brought together a
series of papers written between 1974 and 1979 by teachers of a range
of subjects at Vauxhall Manor School, a girls’ 11-18 comprehensive
based on two sites in Vauxhall and Kennington, south London.
A bit of historical context first. At a weekend conference in May 1968,
the London Association for the Teaching of English had produced a
document called ‘A Language Policy Across the Curriculum’. The
document had been more widely disseminated when it appeared at the
end of the first edition of the paperback Language, the Learner and the
School (Barnes, Britton, Rosen and the LATE, 1969 and 1971).
As a whole, the book had an enormous and immediate influence in
promoting two major ideas: that learners need to use their own
language, especially their spoken language, in coming to grips with new
knowledge which the school wishes them to take on; and that schools as
whole institutions, and especially secondary schools, need to consider
how the language through which they offer knowledge to learners is
actually experienced by those learners. Implicit in the phrase ‘language
across the curriculum’ was the judgement that learners very often
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experienced the language demands of the school as contradictory, or
deadeningly repetitive, or simply mysterious.
The 1969 edition of Language, the Learner and the School sold about
35,000 copies in two years. A revised edition of the book was
published in 1971. It included a revised version of the original LATE
document. The 1971 publication was timed to coincide with NATE’s
annual conference in that year, whose sole topic was language across
the curriculum.
The Bullock Report, A Language for Life (The Bullock Committee,
1975), gave official, quasi-governmental approval to the ideas which
had first been discussed by small groups of enthusiasts in LATE, then
widely disseminated in Language, the Learner and the School, then
debated at the NATE conference. The Report’s recommendations on
language across the curriculum were:
In the primary school the individual teacher is in a position to
devise a language policy across the various aspects of the
curriculum, but there remains the need for a general school
policy to give expression to the aim and ensure consistency
throughout the years of primary schooling.
In the secondary school, all subject teachers need to be aware
of:
(i) the linguistic processes by which their pupils acquire
information and understanding, and the implications for
the teacher's own use of language;
(ii) the reading demands of their own subjects, and ways in
which the pupils can be helped to meet them.
To bring about this understanding every secondary school
should develop a policy for language across the curriculum.
The responsibility for this policy should be embodied in the
organisational structure of the school.
It was the word ‘policy’, with its political and administrative
connotations, which prompted senior officials in local authorities to
recommend – indeed almost require – secondary schools to produce
statements describing how they were working to see that there was
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indeed greater awareness and greater coherence of practice across the
curriculum with regard to language and learning. The Chief Inspector
of the Inner London Education Authority wrote to the Authority’s
secondary schools requesting that he be made aware of their language
policy by the middle of the summer term 1976. In his letter, he listed
the consideration of the role of spoken language as of the first priority.
‘The past is a foreign country’; it’s also a country which, at a distance
of more than 40 years, it’s tempting to retrospectively tidy up. Our
group of young teachers at Vauxhall Manor School in the mid-1970s
did not, as if private soldiers in a platoon, jump to the instruction when
it came down from the Chief Inspector. It was more a feeling in the air,
a hard-to-pin-down sensation of excitement that an idea so obvious –
that if we could share experiences of the interactions of language and
learning in our classrooms we might well become better teachers – had
apparently up until then been so elusive. We were onto something here.
And we liked each other; in fact, four of us became life partners.
We called ourselves the Talk Workshop Group, because at the outset the
spoken language was our principal interest. We were a modern
languages teacher, three English teachers, a commerce teacher, a history
teacher, a social studies teacher, a special needs teacher, a chemistry
teacher, a maths teacher, a writer in residence and later part-time
English teacher (Michael Rosen) and a lecturer at the London Institute
of Education (Alex McLeod). We were wisely guided by Rachael
Farrar, director of the ILEA Oracy Project.
Our way of working: every Tuesday after school, we met and brought
to the meeting whatever evidence we had recently accumulated of
language interactions in our classrooms. We pored over them at great
length.
The technology available to us was comical by today’s
standards: video recording was done with enormously heavy reel-toreel machines. Hours and hours were spent transcribing. Although
student talk and students’ competences in the spoken language
remained central to our concerns, we soon also branched off into
investigations of students’ reading and writing. After a while, we
decided that the work was interesting enough to be written up and
printed. So we began to produce a series of A4-size booklets, whose
text was typed by an obliging member of the office staff onto ‘skins’,
and duplicated on a Gestetner machine. The memory I retain, of

!
506
Writings on Language and Learning 1975–2019
standing late into the evening fending off the legitimate enquiries of the
school keeper as to how long we were going to be before he could lock
up, is olfactory: the smell of the ink.
I think that nine numbered papers were produced in this way. In
addition, we collected together numerous shorter studies. Several
pieces were on the spoken language and learning; others were on
language diversity (many languages were spoken by students at the
school, and about half the students were second-generation Jamaican);
one was a close study of helping a girl to learn to read; one was a close
study of the development of a girl’s writing over a period of a year; two
were statistically rigorous studies by the commerce teacher (who was
doing a psychology degree part-time), at the end of which not much
was left of Basil Bernstein’s theories about restricted and elaborated
code.
The Schools Council was a wonderful government-funded organisation,
later abolished and replaced with quangos of a more authoritarian kind.
It commissioned some of the most important educational research being
done at that period. By the time that the eighth or ninth of our papers
had been printed, our little group had gained a bit of a reputation and
had some powerful supporters, including Geoffrey Thornton, an
inspector for English in the ILEA, and Harold Rosen, head of the
English department at the London Institute of Education. Between
them, they made our work known to the purse-holders at the Schools
Council, who advanced a loan of £6,000 so that we could combine the
papers in a book. My friend Stephen Eyers and I edited it. We hired a
typesetter and chose a printer. Three years after the last of the papers
had been written, the book was published. We sold almost the whole
print run of 4,000 copies, at £2 each plus postage and packing. We paid
back the loan, and were left, after various minor expenses, with a
surplus of about £200. Most members of the group went one night to
Mon Plaisir, the French restaurant in Covent Garden, and spent it.
A few years ago, I paid for Becoming our own Experts to be republished in facsimile on the internet.
It’s at https://
www.becomingourownexperts.org, where it can also be downloaded as
a PDF.
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Although, in the ‘foreign country’ of the past, ‘they [we] did things
differently’, I think that Becoming our own Experts has lessons for
today. The actual content of the papers which fill its pages is less
significant now than the principle their existence represents (though I
hope that present-day readers will still find some of it instructive). That
principle, in an educational community weary of heavy-handed
government intervention in the professional arena, is that teachers are
not, or should not be, machine operatives carrying out instructions from
on high, whether ‘high’ means the government or whether it means a
conventionally understood hierarchical relationship between the
classroom and the academy.
Teachers are, or should be, thoughtful agents who will always serve
their students better when they are regarded as such, and when they
regard themselves as such. Yes, governments have a right, indeed a
responsibility, to lay down the broad parameters within which a statefunded service such as education is provided. Yes, schoolteachers can
learn from people in universities who have the time to stand back from
the day-to-day in order to offer practitioners insights which will help
them to be more effective. But no, governments should not intervene in
detail in professional areas, where their ignorance and sometimes
malevolence have been only too obvious in recent years. And no, the
relationship between the academy and the classroom should not be that
between the leisured philosopher and the harassed, impatient pragmatist
muttering, ‘Just give me what works.’
I hope that readers of this issue of Teaching English will be inspired by
the articles that follow, to believe that they can become, or continue to
be, their own experts, knowing that they will reap the rewards, in terms
of intellectual satisfaction and professional achievement, which that
expertise will certainly bring.
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An award from NATE
In 2013, the National Association for the Teaching of English was kind
enough to present me with an award for the work I’d done in English
teaching and language and learning over nearly four decades. I was
presented with the award at NATE’s annual conference, which that
summer was held at Stratford-upon-Avon. Here’s my acceptance
speech.
It’s a little over 39 years since an April morning when I walked across
Vauxhall Bridge from my lodgings in Westminster to the school in
Lambeth where I was to undertake my first job as an English teacher. I
had been appointed only two days previously. During the intervening
day, I had designed schemes of work for my English classes. These
documents, produced in different versions for the different age-groups I
was to teach, had a modest aim: to summarise, indeed to synthesise, all
the useful literary and linguistic knowledge which Western society had
attained, from the ancient Greeks to the present day. I thought I would
complete these cultural tours by the end of the summer term and then, if
the school wanted to continue to employ me – for I was initially on a
one-term contract – I would think what else to do in September.
The students’ response to the grand ambition of my proposed
curriculum was unanimous: they couldn’t understand what I was
talking about. But they were, mostly, remarkably polite. After two or
three lessons had painfully showed me the level of unrealism at which I
had begun my career, they pointed out the stock cupboards in the
corners of the prefabricated rooms used for English lessons, where
there were piles of class readers, anthologies of poetry and prose, and
books of grammar exercises. ‘Give us some of these, sir,’ they said.
‘You’ll get on better that way.’ So I did, and I did.
Within a couple of weeks, I realised that, whatever the mixed quality of
the books in the stock cupboards, where the wonderful Voices
anthologies sat side by side with Ronald Ridout’s appalling Word
Perfect books of spelling, punctuation and grammar drills (and I used
the latter quite often when all other disciplinary methods failed), I had
fallen on my feet in the English department to which I had been sent.
Here was a group of people who were forging a common understanding
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of what English is. That understanding was based on three principles:
first, a respect for and interest in the language and culture which the
children brought with them to the school (and in that school at that time
the two largest groups of students were white working-class south
Londoners and second-generation children of Caribbean origin);
secondly, an understanding that development in language, getting better
at the use of language in all its modes and for all its purposes, is best
helped by the provision of opportunities for the use of real language in
real, varied and worthwhile contexts; thirdly, the recognition that
collaboration between colleagues in the design of the curriculum and
the making and selection of teaching resources is far superior to, and
more pleasurable than, leaving individual teachers to make their own
lonely way in their own classrooms.
These three principles – respect for children’s language and culture; real
language use in real, varied and worthwhile contexts; and professional
collaboration and camaraderie – remain, I think, as valid today as they
were 39 years ago, during my hapless, flailing efforts to teach English
with nothing more under my belt than a degree in English literature
(this was just before a teaching qualification became compulsory), a
modicum of idealism and a need for money. Once I got beyond that
first term (and the school did continue to employ me, for another five
years), and was able to look for groups and networks of like-minded
colleagues beyond those in my own school, it wasn’t long before I
discovered the London Association for the Teaching of English and the
National Association for the Teaching of English. Within these two
organisations and also by contact and collaboration with the English
department at the London Institute of Education and the Inner London
Education Authority English Centre (now the English and Media
Centre) I did my best to make a contribution to the fulfilment of the
three principles.
I was optimistic, energetic – and naïve. Who, I thought, could fail to
subscribe to those admirable principles, whatever changes in the
political weather might come about? You don’t need me to tell you –
you who, as an organisation, have fought the good fight, have stood up
for those principles throughout the time that I’ve been involved with
English teaching – how complete my naivety was soon shown to be.
English has become a cultural battleground with, on one side, it has
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often seemed to me, those with the power but without the knowledge
and, on the other side, those with the knowledge but without the power.
We, those who have the knowledge, know, for example, that, in the
early teaching of reading, the identification of correspondences between
the sounds and the spellings of some groups of words is one, but only
one, of the means by which young children engage in the wonderful,
mysterious, essentially meaning-making process of learning to read.
We know that to have a productive and receptive grasp of the grammar
of English is not the same thing as, is prior to and bigger than, having a
metalinguistic vocabulary with which to talk about language, useful as
this second competence is. We know that spoken language is as much
to be valued, and as important to develop, as written language. We
know that the term ‘great literature’ describes a group of works
constantly being added to, sometimes being subtracted from, rather than
an unchanging museum collection of pinned butterflies. We know these
things. We also know that politicians of all stripes (even more of blue
stripes than of red ones, but plenty of those of red ones too), aided and
sometimes ventriloquised by the ideologues and whisperers who stand
behind them, have parodied, derided and occasionally even demonised
this knowledge, either from pure ignorance about moderately complex
topics or, more often, for their own knowing political advantage. And it
still goes on, even as we meet. I’m told that the current Secretary of
State describes people like us as ‘the blob’. Well, meet Mr Blobby.
I could be depressed, but I’m not. Why not? First, because I can see
from the reading of NATE’s publications and its website, and of those
of like-minded organisations, that a thoughtful, coherent alternative to
the tabloid simplicities of politicians is continually being offered.
Secondly, because, in the recounting of the history of any struggle of
ideas, there is always the official story and the unofficial story. We
should continue to offer our contributions to the official story, despite
our dismay at the apparently endless revisions and re-revisions of the
National Curriculum, the comings and goings of tests of various kinds
for younger children of various ages, the repeated back-of-an-envelope
re-thinkings about examinations at 16 and 18. We should continue to
do this, steadily, even if our contributions seem to have little impact on
the latest version of the official story. It’s hard labour, I know, and it’s
not the kind of occupational therapy most likely to ward off depression.
But the truth of the matter is that the unofficial story, as we look back
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on the 50 years that NATE has been in existence, is the truer story.
Whatever the malicious and self-serving jeremiads fed to the public by
politicians, their advisers and large sections of the press, every year
huge and growing numbers of young people leave our schools as
competent, confident and enjoying users of English. The numbers have
grown, despite recent government machismo in redefining excellence in
order to create more young people who are not excellent, not because
exams have got easier, but because thousands and thousands of teachers
of English, with the help of NATE and like-minded organisations, have
learnt, over many years, and benefiting from the learning of those who
have gone before them, how to teach better.
In 1963, the year that NATE came into being, the Certificate of
Secondary Education (CSE) exam was introduced. Up to that time,
eight out of 10 children left secondary school with no paper
qualification whatever. 80% of the rising population were thought not
to have the intellectual equipment to read serious literature, to write
fluently in a range of forms, to use the spoken language effectively. In
two generations, a huge change has been brought about and, in English,
NATE has been a major agent of that change. As we continue to suffer
the slings and arrows, not of outrageous fortune, but of the outrageously
ignorant and, often, malevolent; and as, indeed, we continue to fire a
few slings and arrows back, let us remember how much, in the long
view, we have achieved and are achieving.
Having mauled one line of Shakespeare, and remembering where we
are, I’d better end with another. I’m deeply honoured by this award,
and thank the trustees, from the bottom of my heart, for thinking of me.
In Act 4 Scene 7 of King Lear, in response to Cordelia’s profuse thanks
for his services to her father, the Duke of Kent says, ‘To be
acknowledged, madam, is o’erpaid.’ I feel o’erpaid. Thank you.
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