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Maximum Impact on Reading

St Mary & St Paul’s is a single form entry 
primary school in Knowsley. The school 
serves a community that is economically 
disadvantaged and around 70% of our pu-
pils are eligible for Free School Meals. Core 
to our whole purpose as a school is a deter-
mination to give children the skills, knowl-
edge and attitudes that will have the biggest 
impact on their life chances – “to provide 
every child with the best possible educa-
tion”, as our Values Statement says.

Improving pupil’s reading skills, and helping 
them to enjoy reading, were key challenges for 
us but ones that we believe we have tackled 
successfully using a ‘two-pronged’ approach.

At the upper end of the school we put quality 
‘real’ books at the heart of our work in Literacy. 
Instead of extracts and exercises we use quality 
class novels as the centrepiece of English 
teaching. Often these books link literacy 
to other areas of the curriculum, providing 
children with a joined-up approach that made 
their reading more relevant. Thus ‘Carrie’s 
War’, ‘Kensuke’s Kingdom’ and ‘Holes’ have 
become part of children’s reading experience; 
this has had a positive impact on children’s 
attitudes to reading, as well as their skills.

We also recognised that children’s phonic 
skills weren’t progressing as quickly as we 
would have liked. Learning from excellent 
practice at Carr Mill Primary in St Helens, 
one of our Teaching School alliance partners, 
we introduced ‘Read, Write Inc.’ as an engag-
ing and highly structured approach to teach-
ing phonics. Children across the school were 
screened to assess phonic knowledge and then 
grouped according to phonic stage, rather than 
age. Anyone coming into our school first thing 
in the morning will see children in phonics 
groups working in virtually every available 
space – and having a great time!

The impact of highly targeted, structured phon-
ics teaching has been enormous. By building 
more pace and challenge into our phonics de-
livery right from Foundation Stage, children’s 
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phonics skills have improved massively. In 
2013, 67% of Year 1 pupils reached the 
expected level in the phonics assessment – 
roughly national average, up from 42% the 
previous year and representing outstanding 
progress from their starting points.

Combined with the work on class novels, 
which has now fed downwards through the 
school, our reading APS in KS1 has risen 
from 12.2 in 2010 to 15.0 in 2013. By the time 
they leave Year 6, 44% of children reached 
level 5 in reading and reading APS in KS2 
has been above national average for the past 
two years. 

Our Ofsted inspection in 2013 commented 
that: 

“Pupils’ outstanding progress in reading 
is based on the school’s very effective pro-

gramme for the teaching of phonics (letters 
and the sounds they make). Thereafter, the 

school’s very strong focus on extending 
pupils’ vocabulary and comprehension skills 

ensures that they are almost one term in 
advance of the national average in reading 

by the end of Year 6.”

Alongside these strategies, our school is also 
heavily involved in Initial Teacher Training. 
Having taken trainees from local HEIs for a 
number of years, last year we ran one of the 
first School Direct cohorts and this year have 
32 trainees on our School Direct programme 
– working across a range of partner schools. 
As well as allowing us the chance to share the 

practice that we’ve found works well in our 
school, our involvement in ITT also impacts 
directly and positively on standards. 

We view trainees as being part of the class-
room team, alongside the class teacher and 
teaching assistants. This approach allows us 
to target individual children and groups very 
effectively – stretching the most able children 
and providing intervention for those who are 
struggling. We have no doubt that this has 
been an important factor in accelerating chil-
dren’s reading progress.

Many factors have contributed to the improve-
ments in reading shown by our results and 
identified by Ofsted. We’ve learnt from out-
standing practice elsewhere and have benefit-
ed greatly from working within our Teaching 
School alliance. High quality materials – from 
structured phonics to quality novels – have 
been important building blocks. Most impor-
tantly, the team approach across the school has 
ensured that everyone’s input has had maxi-
mum impact.

Neil Dixon (Headteacher)


