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Council Achieves Vision on Illiteracy


West Dunbartonshire Council will today (Tuesday 20 November 2007) launch ‘Achieving the Vision’, the final research report on its groundbreaking Literacy Initiative which is wiping out illiteracy among pupils in its area.

The 10-year Initiative is unique and its achievements have gained considerable national and international recognition, notably from the Centre for Policy Research, the government think-tank, and earlier this month from Prime Minister Gordon Brown who was quoted as saying; "The entire country could replicate the success of West Dunbartonshire which has virtually eradicated the problem in a decade."

Council Leader, Iain Robertson explains: "In 1997 the council began a visionary literacy study which it believed was likely to be the longest, largest and most ambitious in the world. Its aim was equally as great - to eradicate illiteracy from the authority's schools, something never achieved anywhere in the world before.

"I'm delighted to report that 10 years on we have effectively achieved this vision. At the start of the project in 1997 28% of pupils in the authority left primary school without achieving functional literacy levels. Over 20% were still functionally illiterate when they left secondary school. 

"As a result of this initiative, the total number of school leavers who failed to meet literacy targets in June this year was reduced to negligible levels, for whom help continued to be available. This is a remarkable achievement and, all the more so, as we are the second most deprived council area in Scotland."

The research study took place over 10-years and involved more than 60,000 pupils being assessed, of which more than 30,000 were full individual assessments. 

Eradicating illiteracy was one of two overarching aims of the project. The other was to raise the achievement of the entire school population, so that the brightest pupils would benefit and not just those with difficulties.

The aim of raising achievement has exceeded all expectations. The average Primary 1 child now reads above the level of the former average Primary 2 child.

Councillor Robertson added: "The key to success has not been a curriculum or a 'package'. It has been the commitment of the whole authority to work together to achieve its goal. I would like to commend the work of Dr Tommy MacKay, Consultant Psychologist, who has been instrumental to the success of the study and, our Early Intervention team, teachers, Learning Assistants, parents and pupils who have played a crucial role in delivering this amazing turnaround."

Minister for Children and Early Years, Adam Ingram, said: "This project points to the importance of early intervention in tackling the problems faced by young people. I will be studying this research very closely and would encourage other councils across Scotland to do the same."

The entire project is built on a foundation of research skills and knowledge. The key interventions were: 

1) An excellent early intervention programme in the early years, backed by constant monitoring and assessment

2) An intensive individual support programme for those still finding difficulty from later primary onwards.

The project is not a 'synthetic phonics programme'. That is only one very important element among 10 key strands of intervention. Other strands include: additional support from an early intervention team; phonological training from nursery onwards; intensive help using 'Toe By Toe' for those who are failing; and changing attitudes and expectations.

Author of the report, Dr Tommy MacKay, said: 'This project was founded on visionary goals. The achievement of these goals in 2007 is not a final resting place. The result will be a more skilled workforce, a stronger economy and a better quality of life for thousands of vulnerable young people.'

'If this study has contributed to the well-being of some of the most vulnerable children and young people in society, then it will have taken forward its vision to promote human welfare. Too often we settle for too little.'

Parent, Gillian Dempster, whose child Connor initially attended Jamestown E.E.C.C, said: "I was delighted that Connor got the support he required to diagnose his hearing difficulty after it had been picked up by the EI teacher. 

"Once the physical support was given, Connor had tremendous support from both the nursery staff and the early intervention teacher. This support has continued in P1 and P2 in St. Kessog's Primary."

And a pupil who attended a Clydebank secondary, commented: "When this started I could not read. I was a failure. Now I have a cupboard full of books at home - now I am a success."
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Quotes from Parents

'Early Intervention had a big impact on my child's language and spelling'.

Jane

'Early Intervention has encouraged my child to continue with reading outside school'.

Moira 

Quotes from Staff

'I have noticed an improvement as the child progresses through the programme. Their ability is improved and reading is more fluent'.

Annette, Learning Assistant, Edinbarnet Primary

'Pupils are no longer guessing words and they are using the strategies taught to read words'.

Eleanor Sharman, Learning Assistant, Edinbarnet Primary 

'The impact of Toe by Toe on children's ability and confidence is overwhelming'.

Geraldine Currie, Acting Head Teacher, Dalreoch Primary 


Quotes from Pupils

'I love Toe by Toe because it makes me learn by reading better. It's just getting easy. I love doing it every day'.

Sophie Cassidy, P6, Our Lady of Loretto Primary

'I love writing because I get to use my imagination. I get better as a writer because I read more books'. 

Erin Hawthorne, P5, Our Lady of Loretto Primary


Quotes from pupils in lower school on Jolly Phonics.

'I like doing the actions for the sounds'.

Kieran P2, Dalreoch Primary

'I like it when we write the sounds on the whiteboards'.

Sorcha P2, Dalreoch Primary


Quotes from upper school on reading.

'I love to read and spell. My teachers have taught me so well that I have been warped into the thought of becoming a writer myself. My spelling is GREAT! I learn most of my spelling words from books, but the rest of it comes from school'. 

Aimee Campbell, P6, Dalreoch Primary.

'Our learning has really encouraged me to read a lot. With all of our teachers helping us I think we can all accomplish anything'.

Gary Robertson P6 Dalreoch Primary

'I learned how to read and write long words in Primary 1. By the time I was in Primary 2 I had almost finished a series of books. My teachers helped me widen my vocabulary and now I can write in a very interesting, mature way. Now I am in Primary 6 and I am reading adult books'.

Catherine Scarlett P6, Dalreoch Primary.
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