
During 2012-2013, the Literacy Development Group met once every half-term to discuss key priorities 
with regards to literacy provision across the curriculum. Staff from all faculty areas attended to share good 
practice with regards to literacy teaching and learning ideas and to receive key updates with regards to 
whole school initiatives that have been put into force.  

Some of the work that the Literacy Development Group has 
particularly focused on over the last year has been centred around 
reading and spelling ages and to address the age suitability of the 
fiction and non-fiction texts that we use with students in our lessons 
in order to make informed judgements about the materials that we 
are using. 

Some guidance on how to ascertain how age suitability of texts can 
be seen below:

Age Suitability of Texts
A useful measure of the age suitability of a 
text:
The Sun: under 14
The Daily Express: under 16
The Telegraph and The Guardian: over 17

Literacy Matters

Research from the National Literacy Trust  shows that people with good literacy skills are more likely to have 
higher self-esteem, better health, better jobs and higher wages than those with poor literacy skills. 
A key focus for the school during the last academic year was to build on previous years’ work to improve 
the quality of literacy provision and to devise strategies and interventions to meet Ofsted’s targets regarding 
literacy from the school’s inspection in May 2012. The findings from the inspection can be seen below:
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“A person with poor        
literacy is more likely 
to live in a non-work-
ing household, live in      
overcrowded housing 

and is less likely to vote.” 
(National Literacy Trust)

“Students’ literacy and communication skills are good.”
“Students read and write well. They use a wide range of writing styles and vocabulary, and include 
sophisticated sentence structures in their work. The quality of handwriting varies, but it is getting better as 
the school is treating it as a priority for improvement.’”

“The readability level 
on last year’s GCSE       
foundation English 

Language paper was 14 
years and a PE paper 

from an earlier year was 
17 years.”



Tools/techniques to help establish the reading age of a text

Google
Google has a reading age function that will classify your searches as either basic, intermediate or advance. 
This can be found in the ‘advanced search’ options on the homepage. 

Microsoft Word
1. Click the ‘review’ tab at the top of the screen.
2. Click the ‘spelling and grammar’ tab.
3. Select ‘options’. 
4. Select the ‘show readability statistics’ check box.
When Microsoft Word finishes checking spelling and grammar, it displays information about the reading level 
of the document.
Example:
These alliances both reorganised (Italy fought for the Allies) and expanded as more nations entered the war. 
Ultimately, more than 70 million military personnel, including 60 million Europeans, were mobilised in one 
of the largest wars in history. More than 9 million combatants were killed, largely because of technological 
advancements that led to enormous increases in the lethality of weapons without corresponding 
improvements in protection or mobility. It was the sixth-deadliest conflict in world history, subsequently paving 
the way for various political changes, such as revolutions in many of the nations involved.
(Approximate readability score of 17 years). 

Reading Ages
All students in Year 7 during 2012-2013 took a 
reading age test to determine their reading age 
in comparison to their chronological age. These 
students will be re-tested in a year’s time to gauge 
their progress in reading. Some of the findings from 
the data can be seen below:

• 28% of students in Year 7 were reading below 
their chronological age

• 56% of students were reading significantly above 
their reading age (over 16 years)

• 32% of students were reading at an age that is 
the same or close to their chronological age

The individual results for each student now in Year 
8 can be accessed by teachers on SIMS and further 
details as to how staff can use the reading age data 
in a formative way will be shared in due course. In 
addition, all students in the new Year 7 cohort will sit a reading and spelling age test in 
September 2013, so this information can be shared with staff during the Autumn term. 

Next Steps – Reading at Notley High School & Braintree Sixth Form
From September, we will be introducing a weekly reading programme on Fridays known 
as DEAR (Drop Everything and Read) that will involve all staff and students from all 
years reading together for fifteen minutes per day once a week. The notion behind 
this programme is to promote reading by allocating time for students to read their own 
individual texts and to show them that staff read too! 

A screen shot of the interactive reading test that all Year 7 students took 
during 2012-2013.



“Literacy is at the heart of the school curriculum. I have welcomed the focus on reading that Fiona has been 
leading on as I believe that there are many students in our classrooms who are struggling simply because 
they are trying to access materials that are beyond their reading capabilities. The data produced from the 
reading tests, coupled with appropriate CPD and support, will be empowering for all staff. We do have a duty 
as educationalists to ensure that all students have the opportunities to access a broad curriculum. I haven't 
always found myself in agreement with Bill Clinton, but can only support his comment that, 'Literacy is not a 
luxury, it is a right and a responsibility.'”
Sarah Steadman, Assistant Headteacher/Co-Director of Sixth Form

Guidance for Teaching Staff – Developing Literacy Skills in Our Students

Why Literacy?
Most of us understand that students should be able to write 
accurately and read confidently. Few teachers, however, fully 
appreciate how improved literacy skills can benefit the 
learning in their subject. If your students can read the 
materials you are giving them with clear understanding, write 
well-structured and sharply focused answers and make 
thoughtful and analytical comments during paired and 
discussion work, they are using their literacy skills and 
potentially improving in your subject!

What are Literacy Skills?
Literacy is certainly not just about spelling. When the term ’literacy’ is used, it usually encompasses students’ 
reading, writing and communication skills. This means when students are discussing something in groups, 
researching a task using computers or text books, jotting down notes from the lesson or doing anything that 
requires reading, writing or communication, they are using their literacy skills. This is why we are all teachers 
of literacy alongside teachers of our specialist areas. 

What Can I Do?

“If students can write coherently, 
express themselves fluently, write 
legibly, read critically and speak and 
listen effectively, they are going to be 
able to access the curriculum better 
than those students whose literacy 
skills are poor.“
Fiona Lane, Literacy Co-ordinator

• One strategy to help students cope with more challenging texts is to give the students   
a focus whilst reading. For example, rather than reading a text and then asking students   
questions about what they have read, start the activity with the question or questions and   
then begin reading. For example, if the passage you are reading is taken from a section   
of a text entitled ’British Queens’ but you only want students to focus on Elizabeth    
I and her religious beliefs, share this with students first. It will give them a focus and will     
encourage them to develop key reading skills such as skimming, scanning and retrieval. 

• When questioning students, think perseverance! We want students to be able to explain and justify   
their ideas so aim to add ‘why?’ or ‘how?’ whenever you can to your questions. For example, if    
teaching a geography lesson on the differences between more and less economically     
developed countries and a student tells you that they think Japan is more economically   
developed, ask that same student to explain why. It seems simple but if you persevere   
with this type of questioning, it encourages students to do the same thing in their writing. 

• If you want a quick and simple way to improve students’ literacy skills, spend some time     
really focusing on drawing students’ attention to key words in your subject. If students     
understand key words in your subject, they are more likely to engage with more      
challenging concepts and use them in their own writing. You could highlight all key      
words on your PowerPoint or resources in a particular colour and always remember to model    
how to use these terms yourself. 

“All teaching staff marking for literacy using the same codes should help to make a huge impact on our 
students’ understanding of how to improve their literacy skills” Robin Newman, Senior Deputy Headteacher



“Working together, achieving together”

SP

Subject specific 
term misspelt

P

Lack of apostrophe

you can to your questions. For example, if teaching a geography lesson on the 
differences between more and less economically developed countries and a 
student tells you that they think Japan is more economically developed, ask that 
same student to explain why. It seems simple but if you persevere with this type 
of questioning, it encourages students to do the same thing in their writing. 

3) If you want a quick and simple way to improve students’ 
literacy skills, spend some time really focusing on 
drawing students’ attention to key words in your subject.
If students understand key words in your subject, they are 
more likely to engage with more challenging concepts and use them in their 
own writing. You could highlight all key words on your PPT or resources in a 
particular colour and always remember to model how to use these terms 
yourself. 

Literacy Marking

From September 2013, all staff at Notley High School will be using three 
literacy marking codes to support students in developing the accuracy of their 
written work. The marking codes staff will be using are as follows:

P – punctuation mistake (with correction identified in student’s work).

// - paragraph break.

SP – spelling mistake (with word spelt once correctly in student’s work).

In addition to this, students and staff are going to really focus on ensuring that 
all students are using capital letters and full-stops correctly from September so 
these two basic literacy rules are mastered for as many students as possible.

An example of work marked for literacy is shown here:

SP
Subject 
specific term 
misspelt

Lack of capital 
letters –
identified and 
corrected

P
Lack of 
apostrophe

Lack of capital 
letters – identified 
and corrected

The school’s Literacy Co-ordinator is Fiona Lane who can be contacted at fiona.lane@notleyhigh.com

Reading Strategies to Try 
• It is important that students do have access to challenging reading materials and there are strategies that 

can be used in lessons in order to support students with their comprehension of a text:
• Before reading a text with a class, give them a particular thought or question to consider whilst reading – 

this will gives students a focus. 
• Question students part way through reading a text to assess understanding and perhaps ask them to 

predict what the ending will be. 
• Ask students to underline words that they find particularly challenging. Once you have read the text with 

the class, discuss the meanings of these words. 
• Ask students to draw images of what they have read.
• Summarise the text with students as you are reading. 

Literacy Marking
From September 2013, all staff at Notley High School & Braintree Sixth Form will be using three literacy 
marking codes to support students in developing the accuracy of their written work. The marking codes staff 
will be using are as follows:

In addition to this, students and staff are going to really focus on ensuring that all students are using capital 
letters and full-stops correctly from September so these two basic literacy rules are mastered for as many 
students as possible.
An example of work marked for literacy is shown here:

P – punctuation mistake (with correction identified in student’s work).
// - paragraph break.
SP – spelling mistake (with word spelt once correctly in student’s work).

Reading Strategies to try – for Parents/Carers

The most important thing a parent/carer can do to support their child’s reading is to help them find books that 
are appropriate in terms of reading age and content and that motivate their child to enjoy reading. Making 
use of the local library can help here. Reading aloud can help children enjoy stories they might struggle to 
read themselves (National Literacy Trust). 
Remember, electronic devices such as e-books can be an excellent way of engaging students in a text. If 
these are too expensive, lots of texts can be accessed free on the Internet. 
Be a reading model yourself! If you son or daughter sees you reading, they are much more likely to read 
themselves.


