Incorporating ICT into the National Literacy Hour

A case study from Down Lane Junior School in Tottenham by Emma Cansdale, Key Literacy Teacher 

Introduction and aims:

Down Lane Junior School was one of three primary schools that volunteered to take part in a Pilot scheme run by Haringey LEA. The aim of the trial was to improve literacy skills and raise attainment in writing, particularly with boys, through using AlphaSmart’s which are portable word-processing keyboards. The pilot was carried out with Year 6 pupils at Level 3 aiming to reach Level 4 in their SATs.

Haringey LEA suggested that those who might benefit most from using the AlphaSmarts would be children who were reluctant writers, not readily doing their homework and pupils with low motivation and self-esteem.  The six pupils that I chose from Down Lane Primary School included pupils who had problems with presentation, found it difficult completing tasks on time, as well as children who had problems with sentence construction and editing.

Putting ICT into practice:
After making my choice, I met with the parents of the children taking part and explained the pilot project to them and their response was very positive.  The next step was to set learning targets for each pupil in addition to those already in place.  These additional targets included increasing confidence in written work, improving presentation skills, improving the quantity of work achieved in a lesson and improving editing of work.

I used the keyboards everyday as part of the independent session of my Literacy Hour.  Each Monday I developed exercises using my PC and then downloaded the tasks to each of the keyboards.  This was a very simple and quick procedure taking about 5 minutes altogether.  Many of the tasks I put on the AlphaSmarts were similar to those given to the rest of the class, though some were specifically designed to address the additional learning targets of the AlphaSmart pupils.

The exercises were designed to cut out endless copying, especially as some of my pupils had previously not completed work in the 20 minute session.  The tasks required adding or extracting information to improve the text/sentences using the keyboard.  The children would then, when they had finished their work, upload it onto the classroom computer and print it out.

Results and Evaluation of the trial:
Overall I would say that the use of the AlphaSmart has made a very positive contribution to Literacy teaching at Down Lane and produced some very encouraging results among the children who took part in the trial.  

Specifically, pupils are now finishing their work on time due to less copying out of exercises having to be done.  Editing tasks on the keyboard takes substantially less time than writing them out in their books, thus taking the pressure off slow writers. 

The children have been able to write more fluently as they have been able to go back and correct errors later.  Because the screen is small, they have to check their work more carefully.  They have also had the opportunity to undertake free writing on them at home, something that we seem to have little time for in the Literacy Hour.

The presentation of work has also improved, as completed exercises can now be printed out and put in their books, helping pupils feel more positive about their work.

Overall, the self-esteem of the pupils has greatly improved as they feel their work is of a similar standard to the rest of the class.  I can now comment more on how the pupils can improve their writing rather than commenting on neatness and the amount of work completed. 

The pupils are also taking the keyboards home to complete any tasks that they haven’t finished, without me having to request this.  They also feel a bit special because they have the keyboards to use, but we have not had any incidents of jealousy from the other children, which I had anticipated.

The pupil’s motivation is probably the biggest change I have observed. They are proud of their work.  They are more interested in what they are doing and are far more focused on the task in hand than they were previously.

As well as providing a very good incentive for students to learn, the AlphaSmart is a great tool for teachers to help students to improve their education. 

