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9 Language in the Classroom and
Curriculum

Tony Burgess

Language has been central to education since the ancient Greeks, but contemporary
knowledge about the issues concerning schools is a great deal more uncertain than sometimes
is supposed. Reasons are well set out by Colin Harrison in his review of recent research in
literacy for the Key Stage 3 strategy team working in England: complexity of the issues,
fragmentation of the field and the absence of a unitary theory. ‘The problem in a complex
domain,’ he adds ‘… is that you cannot advance knowledge if you oversimplify … you need
to pay the price of accepting that there may not be simple answers to complex questions’
(Harrison, 2002: 7). So, while it is a start to recognise that language is important to many
aspects of your teaching, you need to use your judgement in developing ways of working
and treat cautiously the claims for certainty advanced for various methods.

Across the last few years, the focus in schools has been on literacy. Along with numeracy,
and more recently behaviour, literacy is one strand in the government’s Key Stage 3 strategy,
with application not just to English but to all subjects that have a part to play in ‘literacy
across the curriculum’ (Department for Education and Skills  [DfES], 2001a, 2001b). The
encouragement has been for teaching more explicitly to young people the elements and
systems that are available to them, as users. So, work at word, sentence and text level,
recognising language’s different levels – from phoneme up to discourse – underpins the
national framework for English and Department for Education and Skills (DfES) advice for
work across the curriculum more widely. Engaging with these priorities is important, and
you can gain from the strategies and detail in the materials provided as you proceed. The
central work of classrooms, though, lies with the meanings that pupils make and with their
use of language in their learning. Concentrating on these is your best starting point for the
work that you are seeking to develop.

Two insights matter, here. Both come well attested, in studies of children’s language
development and in educational practice. First, language has a role in structuring and
exploring learning; second, pupils come to grasp its powers through active use. It follows
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that your priorities should be for pupils’ use of language and for supporting pupils’ making
meaning. It is the interest that you ignite – in the issues, problems and ideas within your
teaching subject – which supplies the energy for use and hence the basis for development
of language.

We propose below that you reflect on your own language autobiography, in order to
review the range of understandings that are relevant to classrooms. In considering your
story, it is helpful to begin your time line with your grandparents and your parents. This
enables you to put yourself into a wider history and connects you to the diversity of the
classrooms you will encounter. We should keep the word ‘diaspora’ for enforced migrations.
But there are few of us who have not been part of some migration and who do not carry in
our speech the memories of family lives in different times and different places. You could
also try this exercise with pupils, to learn about them and to raise their interest in language.

It will become apparent from these reflections that, as a teacher, you need to find a
balance between acknowledging how much children do for themselves in learning and not
denying them instruction that can help. How best to keep this balance goes to the heart of
much that is debated, at present. As children, or as parents, many of us will remember the
actual moment of learning to read as a mystery. Most children who accomplish this transition
from supported reader to reading do it for themselves. Their learning is not co-extensive
with teaching. Yet teaching also mattered – the bedtime stories, the school reading book,
the attention paid to print – the scaffolding, to use a word to which we will return. You will
find this balance differently, in specific settings, with different pupils.

Your judgement in developing methods, priority for meaning, a reference point in
autobiography and a balance between learning and instruction are then the points to carry
forward. The chapter, which now follows, treads a path through various themes, pausing on
some points where considerations about language weave into the fabric of the classroom,
which should occupy you as teacher. In order to provide a context, some remarks about the
history of interest in language in the classroom are included  in the following section. After
that, the chapter seeks to stand behind your shoulder, as you make your plans for classes that
you are to teach.

OBJECTIVES

By the end of his chapter you should be:

• aware of priorities for language across the curriculum;
• in a position to organise your classroom so as to integrate aims for

the language development of your pupils with those of curriculum
learning;

• alerted to some strategies for encouraging pupils’ use of language in
the different modes – talking, listening, reading and writing.
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THE AIM OF LANGUAGE ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

The Bullock Report (Department of Education and Science [DES], 1975) gave national
currency to the idea of  ‘language across the curriculum’. One intention in the phrase was
to place the more inclusive ‘language’ at the centre of teachers’ attention rather than the
specific, subject-centred ‘English’. Bullock’s general argument was for the role of language
in learning. In the masterly phrasing of its central Chapter 4, the report held out a goal for
all teachers: to exploit the role of language in learning in all its aspects as the surest means of
helping children to achieve mastery of their mother tongue (DES, 1975).

Bullock’s detailed recommendations were shaped by various research projects, which
had preceded the report, funded by the new Schools Council. These projects, still influential
today, included Wilkinson’s (1971) work on oracy, Britton’s work on writing (Britton et al.,
1975), Halliday on knowledge about language (see Pearce et al., 1972) and Derrick and her
SCOPE team on the teaching of English as a second language (see Levine et al., 1972). The
strengths of this original research background (and some of its omissions) have influenced
the pattern of attention paid to language, subsequently.

Following the Bullock Report, many new initiatives emerged, considering the place of
language in different curriculum subjects. There was work by different writers in science
(Sutton, 1981; Carre, 1981), geography (Williams, 1981) and history (Levine, N., 1981).
Other projects studied language across the curriculum as a whole (Marland, 1977; Torbe,
1980). A new emphasis on bilingual learners (see Levine, 1990) revised the teaching of
English as a second language within this wider point of view. Work on reading showed that
secondary teachers also needed to become involved in promoting students’ literacy and not
simply take for granted the development of reading and writing skills (see Lunzer and
Gardner, 1979).

Other projects followed at the end of the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s. Of chief
importance were the National Writing Project (1989/90) and the Oracy Project (Norman,
1992). This research breathed new confidence into teachers’ uses of informal talk and work
with writing. A third project, Language in the National Curriculum (Carter, 1990),
introduced perspectives from contemporary linguistics, though it succumbed to government
disfavour as the National Curriculum was introduced.

Thus, the notion that ‘every teacher is a teacher of English’, originally coined in the
1920s, has a long history. It is worth knowing something of how research and practices in
classrooms have developed, since this provides a window on the different expectations that

Reflect on your own autobiography as a user of language.
Consider the strands within the history of your language, how you

learned to speak and read and write, the influences on your development.
What impact did the language of school have on your own language, as

you encountered different ways of speaking in the classroom and amongst
your peers?

Use the insights to construct biographies for your pupils.

Reflective task 9.1
Reflecting on your language
autobiography
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have existed at different times. The Key Stage 3 strategy is distinctive in seeking rapid system
level change. It was felt that earlier initiatives, such as the development projects of the 1980s,
left too much up to local development and often foundered on patchy take-up at school
level. Detailed materials and training have been provided in order to implement all strands,
including literacy, with the expectation that priorities for development be set, as part of
whole-school planning. You should inform yourself of your school priorities for literacy in
planning for your lessons. But you will also want to construct your own basis for thinking
about the role of language generally, and the chapter seeks to address this, in the sections
that now follow.

THINKING THROUGH YOUR PLANNING

One good point of entry is your schemes of work and lesson plans. You will have given
much attention to planning, as a student teacher. It is not intended to repeat advice about
this, here. However, as you review your plans for teaching it may be helpful to consider
questions of language at the forefront.

One step is to think about the interest of your topic from a pupil’s point of view. You
want your pupils’ active interest. You should think about the points where they will make
connections. Identifying these will fine-tune your approach as you concentrate on how the
pupils will take up the content you are offering and how you will assist them in making
meanings from this.

A further line of questioning should turn round the linguistic means that you have
chosen to explore this interest. You should aim to keep a balance here between talking,
reading and writing. At the same time you may need to teach some of the language skills on
which you intend to draw, for you can not presuppose them, and it is worth identifying
these.

Working with your pupils’ language, it is sometimes useful to expand frames of reference
in ways that look beyond the classroom walls, for in this way you can enhance the quality of
pupils’ work and help to give it purpose. There may be room, in reading, for richer resourcing
of your topics through texts that bring in materials from outside. In writing, pupils’ texts
can go beyond the usual exercise books and folders, central though these are, towards display
or exhibition or production.

Such detailed thinking through of where the pupils’ interests lie, and of the linguistic
means you chose, helps consolidate your plans. Two further sets of questions should be
added. You should use your early lessons to introduce procedures to support the use of
language. It is open to you now to plan development of procedures for the conduct of your
classroom, in a more systematic way than was available to you as a student teacher.

Finally, but fundamentally, you should think about your teaching from the point of using
the different cultural vantages and expertise available within your classroom.

The following list should help you think through your planning from the point of view
of language:

• What is the interest of the topic?
• What will be the pupils’ take on it? What prior knowledge will they bring? What

connections will they make with their experience?
• What will be the specific points of entry for their enquiry and for their classroom

work?
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• What will be the points of pupil expertise that you may use to take the topic forward?
• How culturally open is the topic – is there room for cross-cultural comparison or

for contributions from different experiences?
• What linguistic means have you have chosen to develop and explore this interest?

Will you need to teach these?
• How will you handle any text(s) you introduce?
• Is your lesson sufficiently and interestingly resourced? Is there room to supplement

your principal text(s)?
• How will you orient the pupils towards their reading?
• Is there room for different or for critical readings of the material you introduce?
• How will you handle comprehension?
• How does pupils’ writing figure?
• What will be the genre, or text type, for any extended writing?
• Will you need to teach this?
• What will be the audience?
• What is the interest of the task?
• Is there room for writing tasks to be expanded?
• Have you built into your planning a sense of the procedures that you are seeking to

establish in your classroom work?
• Do you need to teach these?
• What will be the outcome for the work that is accomplished?

While concentrating on your planning, a number of more general issues have been
raised about the sort of classroom you are seeking to construct. We have begun with interest,
linguistic means, procedures and cultural openness. But accompanying these points are
questions about the sort of climate and environment that can best support your pupils’ use
of language, and we now proceed to these.

DEVELOPING AN INTERACTIVE CLASSROOM

Your plans envisage opportunities for making meaning and for using language. It follows
that you need to build an interactive classroom with a culture and a climate that supports
your pupils’ use of language and their learning.

We can think about this interaction as including several levels, such as pupils’ interaction
with the curriculum content you introduce; their interaction with each other (and with
you); and the interaction of the tasks that they accomplish with longer-term aims and
purposes. The point has been made earlier that you can build into your planning development
of the procedures that you are seeking to establish. You will want to make explicit rules and
procedures for getting down to work, movement, gaining attention, the conduct of
relationships, homework and the management of class work. This setting up of rules and
procedures will cover matters that you have thought about already but which can be profitably
reviewed for their contribution to fostering interactive use of language.

Interaction does not simply happen, in classrooms. It is not already there, waiting to be
managed. It has to be constructed. It can be relatively minimal, or maximised and given
salience in the classroom you are seeking to develop. A main consideration is that the potential
for interaction in the classes that you teach is something you develop over time. It is through
experience of joint work, you and your pupils together, that procedures become settled
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ways of doing things and cease to be just plans made in your head. This is a memory to
foster. As days and lessons turn into a class’s history, present moments come to be informed
by recollections, between you and your pupils, a source of learning that can be renewed and
perhaps a source of pride.

Writing about ‘what good differentiators do’, the Education Department of the Scottish
Office (1995) identified a list of ways towards promoting a positive classroom environment,
which may usefully be considered, here. Good teachers:

• shared the management of learning with their pupils;
• promoted the belief that attainment could improve;
• used a wide range of sources of information;
• identified a range of needs;
• responded to these needs by agreeing targets and criteria for success, giving assistance

with problems, boosting pupils’ confidence;
• gave and received continuous feedback;
• used a range of sources of support.

If you think of maximising interaction as a goal, as an achievement to be deepened and
developed, you will have a rationale with which to co-ordinate your planning and give
direction to the ways of working that you seek to introduce.

YOUR LANGUAGE AS A TEACHER

We turn now to your language as a teacher. You need to maintain your own confidence and
fluency in your new setting. As you know from practical teaching, your language as a teacher
has to integrate attention to content with anticipating behaviour and indicating skills. Pre-
thinking these different levels can be helpful. You could work on the following points outside
the classroom:

• scripting longer inputs, such as your introduction to your topic, setting tasks or
homework, feedback to the whole class on a piece of work, the plenary’s review of
key points in the lesson;

• pre-rehearsing questions;
• preparing ready answers to personal comments, intended to test you out or to

destabilise you;
• preparing ready answers to predictable disruptions: lost pens, lost books, forgotten

homework, calling out, complaints;
• having principled responses to more serious disruptions: arguments between pupils,

individual misbehaviour, refusals to co-operate, where the goal may be to demonstrate
your equity, to offer choices, and to distinguish between the person and the deed.

Alongside confidence and fluency, you also need to signal your enthusiasm, your equity
and care for all pupils.

A good deal of attention was paid to teachers’ handling of whole-class teaching in the
early days of studying language in the classroom. Researchers drew attention to the
conceptual level of language used by teachers in secondary classrooms and to the use of
technical terms. They questioned the balance of closed and open questions. Students of
classroom interaction pointed to the dominance of talk by teachers and to the guessing
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games that often featured, where pupils sought the answer that the teacher expected. There
were useful criticisms in such studies, and you plainly want to work at getting your own
language simple and effective, at concretising explanations and at diversifying ways of opening
up discussion.

Yet, at the same time, closed questions can be a useful way of establishing security or of
ensuring the involvement of everybody in the class. They can help to get discussion going,
at a point where more demanding questions might be too challenging. Equally, the concepts
of the subject may serve a necessary function and be a part of the excitement of the study.
The point at issue here may be awareness of the need to teach the concepts of your subject
and to engage the interest of pupils in this – to aim for the expansion of their vocabulary
and their appreciation of the relevance of this.

Exploration of these and other points may be found in the publications of the National
Oracy Project (Norman, 1992) which may be briefly mentioned here. One interesting
argument is that of the psychologist, David Wood, who raises the issue of alternatives to
teachers’ questions, given the inhibitions which always exist from ‘the strong asymmetry of
power in interactions between teachers and children’. His argument is that ‘pupils can be
encouraged to take the initiative’, but that this demands ‘tipping the balance of control in
the pupils’ direction’ (Wood, 1992: 207).

Wood points out that all questions constrain, to some degree, how pupils can reply. He
invites consideration of alternative conversational moves such as a personal contribution by
the teacher or just supportive, phatic response. (A ‘phatic response’ is one that encourages
more talk, or seeks amplification, and is supportive of the speaker.) Wood adds:

When a teacher tells a class something, makes a ‘personal contribution’, one might
expect one of any number of things to happen. Pupils might simply acknowledge
what has been said, offer a contribution of their own or discuss the teacher’s
contribution between themselves. They may even address a question to the teacher
(a rare happening as we have seen). Similarly after an acknowledgement or ‘phatic
move’ from the teacher pupils could offer an acknowledgement back, raise a new
direction or topic of talk, contribute, question, or address each other. In many
different classrooms, we have found that each of these eventualities occur. These
‘low control’ moves from the teacher engender the widest range, longest and most
animated responses from pupils.

(Wood, 1992: 207ff.)

Ways in which you can make such responses include:

• making a declarative (open-ended or provocative) statement which invites
rejoinder or disagreement;

• inviting elaboration (‘Could you say a bit more than that?’);
• admitting perplexity when it occurs, whether about the topic itself or about

a pupil’s contribution to it;
• encouraging questions from pupils (rare in many classrooms);
• maintaining silence at strategic points (three to five seconds may be enough

to draw in another pupil’s contribution or encourage the previous speaker
to elaborate on what was said.

(Edwards, 1992: 238)
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There will remain times when you will find that traditional questions are advantageous,
but there is considerable evidence from the project that moves of this kind, by you, can at
times be generative of pupil questions and responses. Note also that these alternatives are
possibilities for teacher–pupil interactions in small-group learning as well as in the whole-
class setting.

Key issues for your language, then, will be protecting your own fluency and your capacity
for ready answers in response, as well as giving thought to concepts, concreteness of explana-
tion, questions and ways of generating discussion in the whole-class setting. We will return
to other aspects of your teaching strategy, such as modelling and giving feedback, in con-
sidering pupils’ language, in later sections.

YOUR PUPILS’ LANGUAGE AND EXPERIENCE

Your pupils’ making meaning should be the heartbeat of your classroom. It will follow that
your principal concern is to work within the language that your pupils bring, exploiting
their resources, in the exploration of the topics in your plans and schemes of work. You will
best support development in using language with this as your priority. Equally, a picture of
your pupils’ needs as language users will be found through working with them, in contexts
that encourage active use. Just as maximising interaction in your classroom is a goal for
which you work, so quality in making meaning will need time to develop. As pupils gain in
confidence, they come to know their skills more surely, in the tasks and contexts you provide.
Shared management of learning with the pupils, agreed criteria for success, and all the
countless ways in which you boost confidence and encourage, will be important here, as
noted earlier.

Pupils also need your skill and your awareness in understanding their histories as language
users and in identifying points for their development. They need your guidance here, as an
aspect of your teaching, not just as part of an assessment regime intended for school target
setting and evaluation, necessary though that also is. It follows then that you should get to
know your class, through every means at your disposal, and aim to build on individual
dialogues related to their needs.

Contemporary classrooms have many different language repertoires within them, many
different language histories and many levels of ability, and experience, in literacy (including
reading and writing but extending also to information technology and familiarity with
different media). You should form a view of this diversity and develop strategies for working
with the different needs of individual pupils. But you should work to keep alive your pupils’
eye view of these concerns. Your pupils need your understanding of their challenges in
comprehending text or in developing their writing, not just your diagnosis. Perhaps the
central challenge you face is finding time and means to build the depth of dialogue with
individuals that will support their learning.

It may help to set out for yourself some key points for your work, in short- and longer-
term perspective, and balancing whole-class work with reflection on the needs of individuals.
A start is offered in Reflective task 9.2 below. Initially you need to get your work in classrooms
going and to establish ways of working for the class as a whole. You should also use this time
to develop strategies for individual pupils as you consolidate your knowledge of them. The
way you organise for differentiated work within specific lessons, or in sequences of work,
should take into account these individual strategies.
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Points to work at in your early planning:

• Gear lessons from the first to work with the resources that your pupils bring.
• Use your early lessons to form an initial picture of where the class’s language needs

will lie.
• Form relationships with individual pupils.
• Seek out pupils’ expertise, and use it.
• Develop your own system for recording individual progress and achievements. For

example, a day book for each class could be a method, or a column format for
speaking, reading, writing, special points, behaviour, in your mark book.

Strategies for the whole class, over time:

• Balance whole-class objectives and individual targets in the classroom tasks you set.
• Use pupils’ prior knowledge, and their own descriptions of this, as a way into material.
• Invite pupils to contribute to the resources of your lessons by bringing in material.
• Exploit the language resources of the class, where possible, for comparative insights

into language, words and syntax and ways of speaking.

Preparing strategies for individual pupils:

• Construct a picture of individual language biographies, which registers their time
in school, and work to put these in your head.

• Find out about your pupils’ interests, and about their reading and their viewing.
• Find out about your pupils’ patterns of achievement, as registered in tests and levels,

and IEPs.
• Construct your own picture of your pupils’ strengths and needs in language.
• Develop strategies for individual pupils, building on the dialogue with them that

you have established.

In what follows, we take up in more detail working with bilingual pupils and concerns
with literacy.

Review your own priorities in working with your pupils’ language, making
use of the suggestions below. Sequence these in chronological order, to
help give a direction to your classroom work across a period of time.

Reflective task 9.2
Establishing priorities for
working with your pupils’
language
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Working with bilingual pupils

Finding out about the languages of your pupils is necessary for an interactive classroom.
This enables you to make provision for bilingual pupils and to develop strategies for their
learning. They face a dual task: coming to terms with particular curriculum content and
mastering English. By your knowing and acknowledging their wider resources in language,
you will be better able to help them meet the challenges within your subject.

Your pupils have a lot of information about the languages they speak,
which could be useful to you. Eliciting, in tactful ways, just some of their
linguistic knowledge and expertise could also produce ideas for classroom
activities.
Try to find out something about the following:

1 What other languages are spoken by pupils at home?
2 Find out who they speak their languages with, which language are

they better at, when they would choose to speak English, say, rather
than the other language.

3 Do they know stories or songs or poems in the other language?
4 Do they read in the other language? Do adults read to them in that

language? Have they got books or magazines or videos in the other
language?

5 Do they know where else in the world their other language is spoken?
6 In what ways do your pupils speak differently from members of their

family or of their class?

Schools have used information like this in a number of ways. Consider
whether any of those listed below might be appropriate for you:

1 They have invited parents to make books for their pupils in the home
language, and some of these have been published for classroom use
and translated into English.

2 Adults from particular communities have been invited into class.
3 Pupils have made charts from their research into the languages

spoken by the class.
4 Pupils can be asked to teach the class or group in their other

language, to say something in a new language.
5 Pupils have used their skills in writing another language to show

other pupils.
6 Pupils’ knowledge about being bilingual, about having difficulties

understanding or expressing oneself and about cultural differences
has been used effectively in the classroom.

Reflective task 9.3
Finding out about the
languages of your bilingual
pupils

Bilingual learners may require that tasks be modified at times and be differentiated for
them. But it is also vital that they keep in touch with the central meanings in the classroom.
Much can be achieved by thinking through the main tasks of the classroom with their
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needs in mind and by seeking to explain these, in explicit and focused ways. Some ways of
doing this are indicated below:

• Anticipate what demands are made by curriculum tasks – for narrating, talking
about experience, reasoning, arguing, speculating.

• Suggest particular roles for pupils, which will help them to make their way in group
work or discussion settings.

• Offer concrete formats for your pupils to work on collaboratively: e.g. charts,
diagrams, contrasting statements, matrices.

• Anticipate difficulties and demands in the reading material provided, and be clear
about the kinds of written language your pupils require.

• Unpack longer tasks (curriculum units, or reading and writing tasks) into steps and
stages, where this is helpful to your pupils in reducing uncertainty or complexity.

The recommendations here for working with bilingual learners are for finding about
the languages of your pupils, anticipating language needs in preparing lessons and materials,
and developing individual strategies. There is much that could be added, which you can
follow up in further reading. A useful schedule of language-linked strategies, for working
with bilingual learners, is given by Josie Levine (1990), in her book on Bilingual Learners and
the Mainstream Curriculum. Another excellent source is Deryn Hall’s (1995/2002) Assessing
the Needs of Bilingual Pupils.

WORKING WITH YOUR PUPILS’ LITERACY

Your pupils’ literacy needs will be of different kinds. Within the classes you are teaching, all
pupils will need help in mastering conventions in the discourse of the subject you are
teaching, especially in written language. Some pupils will have greater difficulties with
their reading and their writing than others. In your planning, then, you need to think about
what opportunities for reading and writing will be on offer and how you will develop tasks
and procedures that support your pupils in mastering these literacy skills.

We consider in this section some general ways for encouraging reading and writing and
come to more specific procedures for handling texts in the section that follows.

Your procedures for handling class work, and for homework, will form one strand in
your approach to literacy; and as was mentioned earlier it will help to build your expectations
about this into your lessons early on. In your school, it is probable that there will be some
well-established routines about use of exercise books and rough books or paper, and you
should follow these. But it is also worth reflecting on points that you might want to introduce.
Many schools, for example, paste instructions about completing class work or marking
policy into the front of pupils’ exercise books, and you may want to think about such
practical ways of signalling your routines.

The key point is to establish expectations about how class work will be conducted. It is
likely that your work in all classes will move between spoken and written language, board
work and discussion and writing. Your pupils’ exercise books become their written records
and their instruments for learning, and the values and procedures that surround them need
identifying and asserting, and, at times, protecting.

To encourage reading generally, you need to know your pupils’ current reading and
viewing interests. It is helpful to devote some classroom time across the year to promoting
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and discussing these interests. You should set your own concerns with reading in your subject
within a sense of pupils’ reading for wider purposes. Some ways that you might consider are
given in Reflective task 9.4.

Using the suggestions listed below, consider ways in which you might
promote the literacy of your subject, as well as encourage reading and
selective viewing more generally:

• compiling a reading and a viewing survey conducted as part of
classroom work;

• developing a classroom library related to your subject, combining
books and other materials, being open to contributions and
suggestions from your pupils;

• devoting classroom time to discussing reading and the ‘literacy’ of
your subject, and making time available in class which is specifically
for pupils’ reading;

• devising a system for promoting, monitoring and sharing reading
through the year, such as book reviews, a notice board, reports
offered to the class by pupils on interests that they are developing;

• developing different ways of using the school library for reading in
your subject and for research;

• mounting displays and exhibitions in the classroom, combining
pupil work and other related material.

Reflective task 9.4
Organising literacy in your
classroom

Your pupils need to see how writing and public enquiry is conducted in your curriculum
area, in ways that go beyond just text books and work sheets. Equally, your pupils’ own
work can become a part of the literacy environment that you are seeking to establish.

It follows also that you need to make clear your concern for writing in your subject, as
an essential part of its communicative resources. Your interest will need to go beyond just
using writing for testing purposes, or for recording, or answering questions in the context
of your class work. Perhaps a reasonable aim is that in every unit of your work, there should
be at least one piece of writing that offers wider opportunities for your pupils.

We consider later some options in the different genres of writing that might find a place
in writing within your classroom over time. The point to make at this stage is that pupils
will need your guidance in the written work to be attempted and procedures established in
the classroom governing how writing is accomplished.

One recognised approach at your disposal is to build attention to the writing process
into your ways of working, through establishing your classroom as a writing workshop, at
the point where pupils work on longer writing tasks. The emphasis here is to encourage
pupils’ recognition that written texts take time, and may go through different drafts on the
way to their completion. In such a way of working, as developed in America by writing
teachers such as Donald Graves (1983) or Nancie Atwell (1984), you intervene within the
preparation of writing drafts principally as consultant. You give classroom time to pupil
editing of colleagues’ drafts and seek to train your pupils as good editors and readers as part
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of their development as writers. The goal here is substantial outcomes in writing, accom-
plished across a period, and it follows that incentives are needed in order to maintain the
energy of the process.

Accompanying this approach there is an emphasis within the literacy strategy in England
on modelling writing in different genres and on ‘shared writing’. Such modelling needs to
start with a clear focus on the type of writing pupils are working on and then take pupils
through the kinds of choices to be made in constructing such a text, working in small units.
There is clearly value in such focused work, and you may want to look at how such
concentrations on the writing process and on shared writing can usefully be brought together.

In this section about the language and experience of your pupils we have focused on
some key components of your work. Key points have been to focus on making meaning
within the language that the pupils bring and to use your early lessons to form a view of
language needs and of strategies for individual pupils. We have also considered some key
moves to make in working with your pupils’ literacy. We have emphasised the need for
working over time. Against this background, we can look in greater detail at the handling of
spoken and written texts. We turn to this within the sections that now follow.

TALK AND COLLABORATIVE WAYS OF WORKING

Working on your own language as a teacher, reviewing explanations and questions, and
experimenting with low control moves, were points considered earlier in relation to whole-
class ways of talking and discussion.  Your emphasis in pupil/pupil talk should be mainly on
the provision of worthwhile activities and on developing the expectation that pupils help
each other. When classrooms are organised round collaborative ways of working, talk will
occur most often between pupils within joint undertakings.

The spectrum of pupil/pupil talk can extend from pair work to more formally organised
groupings. Your sense of what is manageable is important, while looking to offer opportunities
for talk of different kinds. Reflecting on the work of the Wiltshire Oracy project, Howe
(1992: 30 ff) emphasises the importance of designing settings for talk, so that the pupils’
sense of purpose can positively affect the quality of talking and thinking.

There should be:

• the right amount of choices within a task – an overall direction but opportunity for
negotiation and room for interpretation;

• time to think and get to grips with a task but also on occasion a degree of  ‘pressure’,
in order to help focus the work;

• a purposeful job to do;
• audiences and purposeful outcomes – talk contributing to ongoing work rather

than occurring in a vacuum.

Jobs that talk can do

The kinds of job that you want pupils to do in talk will vary, and different starting points will
draw on different skills. It is worth considering then the kinds of talk that matter most within
the teaching of your subject and looking to develop these, in planning for your class’s work
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across a period of time. Again, the Wiltshire work is useful, in setting out a range of possibilities,
and the list that follows has been adapted from Howe (1992: 31–2).

To encourage speculating and hypothesising

Pupils might:

• solve a problem;
• make a list of possible reasons for …;
• come up with a group theory;
• choose a section that they find interesting/difficult, and devise some questions for

another group on it;
• make some predictions about what is likely to happen next;
• build in a planning stage for an activity before they are allowed to get their hands on

any equipment or materials.

To help pupils make connections with their own experience

Pupils might:

• bring a personal object to school that has particular meaning for them, and then
talk in a group with others about the object;

• choose a section that reminds them of a time when they …;
• take it in turns to tell others about …

To help pupils develop arguments and explore reasons

Pupils might:

• in pairs, take one side of a topic or argument and build up a case. Then join up with
another pair who have taken the other side and talk it out;

• select a number of items, or ideas from a longer list;
• put a list of items into order of priority;
• organise a number of statements into three piles: ‘Agree’, Disagree’, ‘Can’t agree’.

To develop skills in explaining and describing

Pupils might:

• compare and contrast two different things: two maps of the same area, two accounts
of the same event, or concept, or design;

• devise and swap questions with other groups;
• talk something through (as above) and then regroup.

The list above draws on a number of different ways of working developed in recent
years. Much useful talk can take place in interpreting a text, in ‘reading groups’ formed for
that purpose, or in the joint construction of a piece of writing. By building talk tasks into
reading and writing, talk can also contribute to your pupils’ literacy. It should be made
explicit too that pupil/pupil collaboration in such tasks provides a base for work with bilingual
pupils in your class, or those with reading difficulties, though how you handle this will vary.
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READING IN CURRICULUM LEARNING

Your work in building general awareness of literacy in your subject, suggested earlier, should
form the background for your handling of specific texts within your schemes of work. For
pupils to be aware of your concern for reading, as central to communication in the subject
you are teaching, will aid transition to the texts that you are putting before them. Your
central tasks are then to encourage the active making of meaning in the reading that your
pupils undertake and to develop critical reflection on the material that they are meeting.

In a recent study of reading in a range of secondary classrooms, a group of Bristol
researchers (Webster et al., 1996: 123) make a key point about reading, while identifying
recurrent shapes in lessons:

A highly characteristic format, occurring in almost all of the lesson scripts (in
secondary classrooms), was for two or three teacher-controlled tasks to be
introduced with supporting information in a text-book, blackboard notes, handout
or worksheet.

As they comment further:

In the lessons we observed, reading and writing were most likely to be used for
following or responding to teachers’ instructions. Occasionally, pupils read as they
followed the teacher’s exposition, listening to new ideas in science, mathematics
or humanities, whilst looking over a text … There were very few opportunities to
pre-read texts, to read continuously or to interrogate textual evidence. Very rarely
were pupils able to read critically, analysing and evaluating their reading sources.

(Webster et al., 1996: 132)

The findings of this study point towards the need for more developed treatment of the
ways of studying texts in classrooms. Teachers in the sample would quite often base their
lessons round diverse stimuli – newspaper extracts, poetry, letters, video and TV recordings.
However, the characteristic patterns of managing reading were relatively unconsidered.
They tended to confine literacy-related tasks to extracting information, rather than
encouraging active interrogation of the material, and limited opportunities for critical
examination and reflection.

To assist the ways in which you handle texts in classrooms in your regular teaching, a
body of work now exists devoted to promoting reading which is active and critical. These
activities can be useful, and can offer ways of bringing pupils’ resources in spoken language
into development of meaning in their reading. It is important that the point of such activities
is understood and that they are linked to larger purposes for pupils and to opportunities for
feedback and consolidating understanding. Otherwise, the doing can take over, with loss of
the connections and wider understandings that formed the original intention.
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Ways of encouraging active interrogation of texts

• Sequencing: Cut the text into parts a few sentences long and shuffle them. In groups
of two or three, your pupils try to work out the most coherent sequence.

• Prediction: Pause in reading through a text and ask your pupils what comes next in
the argument or story; or stagger the text, in a photocopied version, and ask for
predictions at the end of reading each part.

• Group close: Prepare a passage with words deleted. Your pupils are required to think
of words that would restore the sense of the original, not necessarily the exact word.

• Devising questions: When they have read a passage, each group of pupils devises two
questions which, if given to someone else, would prepare them to think about the
topic, or each group devises two questions which could be asked to test if another
reader has understood the passage.

• Underlining and theme finding: Your pupils underline the two, three or four most
important sentences, and/or devise a heading for each paragraph.

• Labelling parts of the text: You provide labels such as ‘statement of fact’, ‘statement of
opinion’ or ‘applications of the idea’. Your pupils examine the structure of what
they are reading and find where these labels could be appropriately attached.

• Diagramming: Your pupils’ task is to represent the text by some form of diagram.
• Constructing tables or charts from information in the book: You provide an outline, for

example headings under which to compare say canals with railways, or Tudor life
with that in the present day. These outlines will require not only close reading of the
text by your pupils, but also analysis.

(Adapted from O. Watkins in Sutton, 1981: 71–3)

Pupils’ critical reflection on their reading will arise more readily in a classroom where
reading has already come to occupy a prominent place, with an expectation that texts of
different kinds are likely to be encountered. It is important that your pupils come to recognise
that texts have histories of making that exist in the public world, and are not just transparent
vehicles of information. They need to know that texts can be examined for meanings that
are excluded as well as for the ones that are selected. Increasing sophistication about sources
of evidence and the forms of writing in subject areas are important aspects of young people’s
development as readers.

After looking at the suggestions given in the two lists below for
methods of active comprehension and encouraging a critical
examination of texts – ‘Ways of encouraging active interrogation of
texts’ and ‘A framework for looking at texts’ – identify points in your
schemes of work where these might be appropriately introduced.

Reflective task 9.5
Working with texts in
curriculum learning
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A framework for looking at texts

You may find helpful, in developing your pupils’ reflections, the framework that was prepared
in the course of the Language in the National Curriculum Project (Carter, 1990), an adapted
version of which is set out below. These points for analysis were originally designed for
teachers among a number of initiatives intended to promote knowledge about language.
However, the moves proposed could also form a basis for useful work in your classroom
designed to foster a critical literacy in your subject area.

• Who speaks this text? Is there an ‘I’ or a ‘we’ in the text? What kind of voice if this?
Does the writer address me directly or through an adopted ‘persona’?

• Who is being spoken to? Is there a ‘you’ in the text? What kind of audience is being
addressed, and how can we tell? Am I prepared to include myself in this audience?

• Where does the text come from? What do we know about when, why and how it was
produced? Does the text itself disclose these things? What status does it have? What
values does the text assume?

• What kind of text is this? What other texts does it remind me of? What form does it
take? What recognisable conventions has the writer adopted?

• What does the text want? What do I deduce about the writer’s intentions? Are these
intentions openly stated? What kind of reading does this text invite?

• What does this text mean to me? What are my motives as a reader of this text? How
have I chosen to interpret it? Do I share its values? What thoughts has it prompted?

You might like to ask all these questions of the page you are now reading.
In discussing these questions with colleagues, it might be helpful for your lesson planning

to consider some of the detailed rhetorical choices which writers make:

• Presentational: e.g. choices of layout, typeface, illustration;
• Organisational: e.g. choices of narrative, logical, metrical or figurative pattern;
• Grammatical: e.g. choices of tense, mode, person, syntax, punctuation;
• Lexical: e.g. choices of vocabulary, idiom, metaphor.

WRITING IN CURRICULUM LEARNING

Writing in curriculum learning gains from being seen in the context of literacy more
generally. Where attention is paid to developing pupils’ reading strategies, and to their critical
examination of texts, there is a basis for developing equivalent concerns for choice and
processes in composing writing.

Despite the ambitious aims for writing that many teachers have, the evidence is that
kinds of writing in classrooms are often fairly limited in scope – answers to questions, notes,
copying from the board, tests of different kinds. A main task for you, as a teacher, is to find a
way of reconciling the need for these relatively bread-and-butter kinds of writing with
writing of more ambitious scope, as was noted earlier in the remarks on working with your
pupils’ literacy.

What can often limit writing in school is the pupils’ sense that only one text type or
genre is suited for a particular purpose, coupled with an overdependence on writing for the
teacher as audience and sole reader. In the course of school learning, the purposes of writing
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are often to engage with new information, to develop interpretations, to construct arguments
– to inform, to argue, to explain. Too often, given these purposes, the essay written for the
teacher can become the ‘default genre’ (as it has been called) of school writing, where
choosing among different text types, and considering other possible audiences, might better
serve the writer’s purpose.

It is helpful then to think about the wider possibilities for writing by pupils, which
could arise from the topics you are teaching. Some choices are set out diagrammatically in
Figure 9.1. The structure suggests a way of thinking about learning activities for your
curriculum area, and helps envisage different ways in which they might be deepened by
writing. For your pupils, deciding how to communicate and to whom – considering the
demands of different genres and different contexts – are matters in their development as
writers. So, building in some element of selection over writing tasks is worth considering.
For you, being specific about purposes, and differentiating between these purposes and the
types of text to be produced, will allow you to discuss with pupils the demands of particular
tasks and engage with their development as writers.

Accuracy and precision in using written language, control of sentence structure,
punctuation, spelling and presentation are all best handled by your pupils in the context of
drafting actual pieces of work. But this does not mean that clarity about requirements and
mini-lessons on selected points concerning good writing are not important. The techniques
of modelling in the national literacy strategy make a contribution here.

Here we are asking pupils merely to 
regurgitate the knowledge they already 
have. the purpose is largely to record 
or reproduce for a test

Here we are asking pupils to consider 
and manipulate the knowledge they  
have. The purposes vary according to 
the task

A matrix / grid

or

Television / radio interviews with 
explorers

or

Writing in role / reflections /
journals

or

Television / radio / magazine 
features on

or

Considering conflicting accounts and
giving a verdict

…

Write an account of explorers
in the sixteenth century, 
describing the countries they
went to, the problems they
faced …

COULD
BECOME

Source: Adapted from Radcliffe (1989/90).

Figure 9.1 Thinking about writing
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Table 9.1 Literary genres across the curriculum

continued …

Types of Characteristics Curriculum area
genre

Personal First person account of direct experience. All subjects
account Writer organises material by time to tell particularly

about events, e.g. account of a family English, PSE,
holiday. CDT

Report Objective account of an incident or All subjects
activity. Third person account of what took particularly
place, specifying actions or information in science or
a time sequence, e.g. experiment to find geography
the boiling point of different liquids.

Imaginative First person account of an imagined English, history,
experience involving writer in role of PSE
another. Creation of a context, characters
and time sequence, e.g. letter from the
trenches during World War I .

Instruction Instructions which direct reader to a goal. Science, CDT,
Specification of steps and ordering of home economics
information in a chronological sequence, mathematics
e.g. operating procedure for a video
recorder.

Explanation Objective interpretation of events or Geography,
mechanisms. Causal relationships and science, CDT
technical vocabulary in a sequential
chain of events, e.g. effect of crop
failure in Brazil on High Street coffee
prices in the UK.

Description Selection of information which describes Science, history,
appearance or properties of an object or geography, CDT,
phenomenon. Third person factual, home economics,
objective style, e.g. description of an Iron modern
Age hill fort. languages

Opinion Presenting a personal viewpoint All subjects
supported by arguments or examples.
Selection and organisation of subjective
information around a theme, e.g.
article on the effect of violent videos on
young people.
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Types of Characteristics Curriculum area
genre

Narrative Relating a story with plot, characters and English
sequence of events to entertain an
audience, e.g. science fiction story.

Information Formal objective writing emphasising All subjects
factual information. Attempts to classify,
using technical vocabulary or graphic
devices, e.g. information on pollution of
British beaches.

Persusasion Attempt to influence reader to a English, history,
particular course of action or belief, PSE, religious
e.g. advertising leaflet. education

Compare Balanced and objective treatment setting All subjects
and out similarities and differences between
contrast two or more topics, e.g. properties of

metals/non-metals.

Reflection Personal response to experience, English, PSE
organised thematically, e.g. views on religious
living through a bereavement. education

Argument Development of a logical argument All subjects
supported by evidence, e.g. case for
legalising euthanasia.

Analysis Impartial and systematic exploration All subjects
of a problem, evaluating conflicting
evidence to draw objective conclusions,
e.g. patterns of poverty and health in
different social groups.

Table 9.1 continued

Source: Adapted from Webster, Beveridge and Reed (1996, pp. 154–5)

Note
PSE: personal and social education; CDT: craft, design and technology
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Your pupils may gain confidence from collaborative drafting at times, and such
collaboration can take place at different stages in the emergence of a piece of writing. An
extended piece of writing may need to pass through a number of drafts, with different
opportunities for editing and rewriting sections in its progress, in discussion with peers or
with you. There can be first-stage audiences as well as final ones and peer work does not
have to be an all-or-nothing option. Different permutations of editing and joint work are
possible, and can be planned ahead, as stages in the process.

Schools and subject departments vary in their policies and procedures for writing in
how these are worked through in curriculum planning and schemes of work. The advice
here draws on research in composing (Graves, 1982) and on the work that you can find
developed in the National Writing Project (1989/90) and in the national literacy strategy
(DfES Standards and Effectiveness Unit, 2001b). It assumes that work with writing will
arise in an overall climate where collaboration and discussion are expected and where your
pupils are perceived as learners in their use of language as well as in curriculum content.

In their investigation quoted earlier, Webster et al., (1996) identified a list of the writing
genres that they found were actually employed in secondary classrooms, which is given in
Table 9.1. In their list, ‘type of writing’ is rather closer to what has been called ‘purpose’
here, and their notes on ‘characteristics’ might be developed to include further examples of
texts of different types and more consideration of different audiences. It is an interesting
snapshot, though, of writing in different curriculum subjects at the present time. You might
reflect on these examples as you clarify your own priorities for your pupils’ writing and
plan the tasks that you will introduce.

SUMMARY

Two priorities were identified to guide your work with language: to exploit language’s role
in learning and to promote active use. Following from these priorities, we suggested you
review the place of language in your schemes of work and set goals for an interactive classroom
where language use can flourish. Other advice included preparing your own use of language,
as a teacher, finding out about the diverse language repertoires of your pupils and developing
individual strategies based on your assessment of their needs. Under the pressure of
curriculum content, abilities in reading can sometimes come to be assumed by teachers,
without sufficient attention being paid to developing a climate in which books and other

Consider the list of literacy genres across the curriculum given in
Table 9.1. Use it to identify:

• which you presently use, and why;
• which others might be suited to your curriculum area;
• which would not be suited to your work;
• where you might further specify the characteristics of particular

genres, by adding alternative types of text and different audiences.

Reflective task 9.6
Planning your pupils’ writing
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writings in the subject are regularly handled by pupils, talked about, interrogated and shared.
Methods were considered for developing a literacy environment and for encouraging active
and critical approaches to reading. In their writing, too, pupils need procedures that encourage
them to see themselves as writers, with choices to make about the way they write and how
their texts are prepared. It was suggested you review your use of different writing genres
within your subject. You need to find out literacy priorities determined in your school. The
focus here has been a framework of considerations about talking, reading and writing, which
you can develop further.

FURTHER READING

Harrison, C.  (2002) Key Stage 3 English. Roots and Research, date of issue 06/02, Ref. 0353/
2002. London: DfES. Colin Harrison’s review of the research underpinning the Key
Stage 3 strategy for literacy is balanced and authoritative.

Levine, J. (ed.) (1990) Bilingual Learners and the Mainstream Curriculum. London: Falmer.
This book contains an essential account of partnership teaching, much good advice and
examples of appropriate work.

Norman, K. (ed.) (1992) Thinking Voices. The Work of the National Oracy Project. London:
Hodder & Stoughton. This project provides suggestions for ‘working with talk’ in
classrooms and includes many thought-provoking transcripts.


