Accelerating Literacy in Young Children
An integrated approach using one source (in this case the story “Bottle Village) as the central theme

Chris Lawrence B. Ed. (Hons), M.A.

Aims 
1) To improve children’s competence and confidence in listening, speaking, reading and writing, by giving them opportunities to acquire literacy skills more easily and more efficiently.
2) To offer practical teaching ideas to promote the value of an integrated curriculum.
==================================================================

About myself. First some apologies. I am English born and trained and apologise if any terminology I use, is different from that used in the education system of Dominica. I have worked in schools of all age ranges from 4 to 19 years. I have also taught young offenders aged up to 22. I gained a Teaching Certificate in both Primary and Secondary Education, an Advanced Teaching Certificate, a Batchelor of Education Degree with Honours and a Masters Degree. My last job was in a school for 1,200 pupils, aged 11 to 19, with 70 teachers (aged 24 to 64!). Here, I was a Learning Consultant, Head of Learning Support and Literacy Co-ordinator for the School. This all sounds very stuffy and highly academic, but was great fun. The systems used resulted in the accelerated learning of the pupils, who were then happier that they were finding learning much easier. (Teachers, parents, education officers, examiners were happy too!) 
The Philosophy

The teacher should aim to become a learning manager, whereby the pupils learn to teach themselves. The teacher should not tell a child to learn e g “Learn your spellings!” “Improve your handwriting!” “Do something about your low test marks!” without teaching him how. We all learn differently, so children should have opportunities to find out how they, as individuals, learn best, a skill that will be of lifelong benefit to them. Too many children are kept in school for too many years without being taught how to learn!
The classroom itself needs to be uncluttered and airy. Too many children sit in a stuffy atmosphere and soon slouch down in their uncomfortable chair. Don’t tell them to sit up! Move cupboards away from the air bricks and open the windows to let fresh air and light in! Let the children learn from different places in the classroom during different times of the day, don’t keep them forever in the same place. Also allow pupils to drink. More children that you can imagine learn slowly because they are de-hydrated. The brain needs to be wet and squidgy and constantly supplied with oxygen. (Are you  bold enough to allow each child to have a bottle of water available at all times during lessons?) 

Atmosphere

Create the right atmosphere in your classroom! The children should feel confident and relaxed…. and so should the teachers. There should be a spirit of the joy of learning, no matter what the ability of the child. There should be opportunities to show respect for each other and for the resources in the school. Learning and teaching should be fun! Teaching should be done with your heart as well as your head. Pupils should receive 10 lots of praise for every 1 criticism. (And we should never forget that teachers need praise too, from colleagues, Principals and Education Officers!) 

Classroom Resources. It’s a case of limited resources, and this means that teachers have to be more resourceful. My challenge in Dominica is to be inventive with resources that are easily accessible. I have been collecting anything I could find that was free and stretching my imagination to create a way that these free resources could be meaningfully used in the classroom. I urge you to the same and to organise your collection so it is labelled and easily accessible. Children need label access to everyday words, pencils, doors, paper, old postcards, etc. And no tatty or faded old labels! Labels that are tatty and faded show that they have been up too long! Children have stopped seeing them, so the labels are no longer working. Because of this, you need to take them down as you need their wall space for a replacement or for something new! Also please make sure all label writing is clearly presented with the right balance of letter sizes, so pupils can visualise, or “write in their brains”, the correct spellings. e.g. aeroplane is the shape of an aeroplane, but will not look that shape if the letters are not of the correct balance of letter size.

The more resources you collect, the more ideas you invent to use in the learning environment of your classroom. And the more you use these physical resources, the more able your pupils are to develop their visual memories, an essential attribute to improving listening, speaking, reading, writing and spelling. In schools, too high a percentage of teaching relies on auditory input. More learning would be achieved if the balance is changed and there is a bigger visual and tactile input. Children learn through their eyes and fingers as well as through their ears, but teachers often forget this and do too much talking!
Resource-based education allows the children to be more independent workers. The walls, the displays, should give children what they need in the same way as a dictionary, library or internet give adults what they need. Working this way encourages pupils to learn visually. They thus improve their visual memory, and so accelerate developing their reading, writing and spelling skills.

…………………………………………………………………………………………..
Central theme, “Bottle Village”.

This is how it started. Without a set of the same story book to give you each a copy, I had to write my own! Whilst collecting everything and anything I could, I noticed I had accumulated a lot of empty, white plastic milk bottles. I invented a place called Bottle Village and wrote a simple story, set somewhere like Dominica, and the rest followed! This project could be the basis for developing an integrated curriculum for children from 5 to 11 adapted, of course, according to age and ability.
The environment of the classroom. Organise the classroom so there is room to set up a central display, in this case the model of Bottle Village. This could be on a table top or on a wall. If possible move desks so that there is a space around the village for children to sit close to it during talking time. It is easier to imagine the events going on in the village if they can see it set out. They get a better understanding of the story and characters and events if they have something to touch and to see. Then the fun starts! 

Set up the model. In this case Bottle Village, but it could be a space station, a shop, an underwater scene, a restaurant, anything! Invite the children to sit around the display and discuss it. Too many teachers dash straight into a writing activity, not giving nearly enough time to talking. Talking is the start of writing but you need to do lots of it! The children should feel familiar with the display, should not feel it’s a “Don’t touch” place. Talk about the places in the village, the sounds of the village, the smells, the way being there would make you feel. Encourage adjectives and adverbs from younger children, similes and metaphors from older ones.

Label the main things on the model. Then get a child to collect up the labels and put them back in the correct place. This will familiarise the pupils with the vocabulary and spelling.
Once writing has started, always allow children to leave their seats to go to the display for words. They can copy the word they need, but they should, when ready, be encouraged to go and look, “write the word in their brain” and return to their work to write. This is important. It encourages visual memory and improved spelling. The teacher needs to read the story first and have vocabulary word lists (a word wall) the children might need in their work about Bottle Village. Leave some wall space nearby for a map of the village, or large drawings of one of the characters. You might choose the gardener, drawing round a pupil, cutting out the shape and colouring in the clothes and adding gardening tools and plant pots, clearly labelled of course. You might set aside a shelf to display ways to use bottles as the people do in Bottle Village. The musician’s ideas of playing tunes on bottles of water should be fun! Allow an area of your classroom to be allocated to all the work you do around the Bottle Village theme. If space is at a premium, think about a space outside!
 Reading the story 
Have the children around you and near to the model, as you do this. Get them to practice moving from their seats to the literacy corner, so that a calm atmosphere is created. Once there, they need to be in the best possible position that will encourage them to give you their full attention and not be distracted. There needs to be lots of two way eye contact. (Also they need to have opportunities during their school day, to be in different parts of the classroom. Well, would you want to sit in the same place all day and everyday?) 
Remember that when you read to them, you are also being used as a role model for when they read. Put lots of expression in your voice and try to make sure the children are visualising the story as you go. Be brave and use different voices for the different story characters who speak. Make the whole thing fun. And when you are not reading the book, leave it in a place where the children can readily pick it up to read themselves. (They must promise not to tell the ending to others if they get that far in the story) Never hide a book you are reading away in a drawer for another time. By doing that you are missing out on an ideal opportunity to encourage someone to read, and we never want to do that! The best thing is to prop the book on a stand, (maybe made from an old wire coat hanger), and keep this on the actual display to temp anyone to have a read.

Writing. 

Always pre-empt this with lots of talking and discussing
1. For younger ones:  

a)  Get them to draw a picture and write a sentence about it. The youngest ones will need you to write the words so that they can copy your writing. Offer a variety of ideas, like draw the children playing on the beach, draw the gardener in his garden, draw the big green bottle floating on the ocean.

b) Cloze cards. This is an ideal next step for younger writers starting with the missing word at the end of the sentence, progressing to the words being elsewhere in the sentence. (Cloze work encourages children to take contextual clues, an essential reading skill for young readers. We all do it! Cloze also allows the children to work independently, as all the words they need are on the card. You could do a sequence of cards getting the children to work through this sequence so ending up with a complete story. This could be a shortened version of the Bottle Village story, or it could be the Christmas Story etc.)
2. For older children, progress to question cards, insisting that the answers are given as a complete sentence and reminding the children of the three main characteristics of a sentence:
A sentence always starts with a capital letter.

A sentence always ends with a full stop, (or question mark, or exclamation mark).
A sentence always makes sense.

(And teachers should make sure that all sentences they write follow this rule.)
It is also worth frequently reminding the children that most of the words they will need in the answer are already hiding in the question. Some children take a long time to realise this if it is not pointed out to them.

Comprehension work follows on from this, with a greater volume of text used. Children need to be given the hint that often the answers to the first questions can be found at the beginning of the text and answers to later questions come further into the text and answers to the last questions can often be found at the end of the text. 
Please note that some children find scanning text to look for answers very difficult. Similarly, they find scanning an overloaded blackboard difficult to find what they are looking for, so don’t overload a blackboard and, if possible, use various chalk colours to highlight areas. As for helping them to improve scanning texts, get them to search for details in pictures (“Where’s Wally?” books) and to search for words that stand out easily in texts, like names that can be more easily found because they start with a capital letter. 

3. Progress to creative writing using pictures, music, whale calls, a box that has been washed ashore, etc. as a stimulus. Give the older ones opportunities to write in a variety of genres, e.g. narrative, reported, descriptive, dialogue, letter writing, etc. Include poetry writing, remembering that poetry is words in a pattern, so a list of ideas will be fine. (Avoid confining pupils to thinking that poetry has to rhyme! Many find this far too confining. Use a table setting for drama work, re enact the beach scene to create dialogue, mime the gardener making the garden in the bottle or make some brown paper bag puppets to re enact the Bottle Village story.
Do any grammar work using the story text. e.g. sentence construction, speech marks, paragraphs, parts of speech like nouns, adjectives etc
Give spelling tests, where you are testing them on what they know, not on what they don’t know. (You already know what they don’t know, so why test that!) Most pupils should get 70% or more correct. You want pupils to feel that they CAN spell, NOT that they CAN’T! Use the words on the display, taking one word and maybe using other words that are in the same family. e.g. sand, land, band, hand; beach, reach; sea and tea. Do not confuse children by giving them homographs in the same spelling test e.g. beach, beech, or sea, see. It is better to concentrate on one spelling family at a time and wait until the pupil has mastered this first. 
AND DURING ALL THIS include stories, poetry, songs around the theme of a village by the sea.
The result of working in this way, is that children will have fun, will develop learning skills more quickly, will be more confident and better motivated. So many areas of the curriculum can be included from the Bottle Village source, (see chart).With this integrated method of teaching you are broadening learning experiences in a more natural and less fragmented way, reinforcing ideas and guiding connected areas to follow on easily. (Isn’t that how we, as adults learn new things, we start at a point and branch out from it like ripples from a stone thrown in the water?)  There will be fewer discipline problems and, by teaching the curriculum round a central theme, the learning process accelerates. In my view, the teacher will find teaching more fun, less hard work….but still exhausting! Sorry, I haven’t yet found out how to overcome the exhausting bit, so I can give no tips here! 

But I can wish you all,
Good luck!
