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1 The vision

Scotland is uniquely placed to have a vision for world leadership by doing something for its population that has never been done in the world before: to have a fully literate society. 

International figures for literacy indicate that a very high percentage of people in developed western nations are literate. These figures, however, mask the fact that even in the most highly literate countries there is an extensive problem of illiteracy among school leavers and adults. For example, statistics from the Basic Skills Agency show that in the UK over 100,000 young people leave school every year without reaching functional literacy.

A significant proportion of these statistics relate to Scotland. The key variable is socio-economic disadvantage. In the poorest areas of the country the problem is endemic, and it has a major cost not only in economic terms but also in terms of the quality of life of the population.

Scotland’s unique position relates to the fact that only in this country, in West Dunbartonshire, have we achieved what has never been done before: we eradicated illiteracy from our entire population of school leavers. Just over 10 years ago, in 1996, I wrote a paper entitled A Vision for Transforming the Reading Achievement of All Children. The aim was not only to raise significantly the attainment levels of every child, including the highest achievers, but also to eradicate illiteracy. I invited West Dunbartonshire Council – in my local area, and the second poorest Council area in Scotland, which at the time had crushing levels of illiteracy – to work with me for 10 years to achieve a vision that many declared to be impossible. We, on the other hand, made a bold declaration that we would indeed achieve it, as reflected in a national newspaper headline in 1997 – ‘A decade and we can end illiteracy’. Ten years later the vision was fulfilled. In 1997 over 20% of our school leavers were below functional literacy levels. By early June 2007 we had identified only three pupils in mainstream schools who had not achieved the target.
If this can be done in West Dunbartonshire it can be done anywhere. More importantly, it can be done not just at Council level, but at national level.
2 The means

Most projects fail. Even those that are successful usually fail to achieve anything other than modest and unambitious outcomes. Literacy initiatives are a good example of the failure of projects in general. In the late 1990s the Scottish Executive invested millions of pounds across all 32 education authorities on literacy and numeracy projects. Three years or so later in an evaluation it was possible to identify some good results, and to show in selected authorities examples of good practice. Nevertheless, if we had gone to most authorities five years after the commencement of these highly funded projects we would have found few people who were even aware that there had been any project. For example, in one large Scottish authority that had received over a million pounds of funding for its early intervention in literacy I spoke to the member of the educational directorate to whom the literacy project leader reported directly. She was unable to tell me whether or not the project was still going or whether it had achieved anything, and the same applied to almost everyone else in the authority. Thus the common fate even of good interventions.
There is nothing new we need to know in order to achieve the vision of a fully literate society. We require no new basic research on methods of teaching reading, or of how to support young people who are failing. The following paragraphs outline what steps require to be taken, and from this it will be apparent why the literacy initiatives normally put in place throughout the world – some of them inordinately expensive – have never achieved the desired outcome.
Research has shown us consistently that there are many strategies that can improve children’s reading. The problem is that these strategies only ever tend to be researched (a) over a short term, (b) with small samples, (c) in restricted and highly controlled settings. Researchers, educationalists and politicians then respond by taking these strategies and proposing to schools that they will address literacy problems. Typically, schools will be offered a ‘package’ that distils the strategy in a commercially available format. All of these initiatives fail. At best, they are taken up enthusiastically by some schools that take ownership of the ideas and promote them zealously, leading to some patchy improvements. In general, however, they leave most schools untouched.
I too have contributed to the short-term, small-sample, randomised controlled trials in restricted settings. They continue to have an important (but limited) place in literacy research. However, when I approached West Dunbartonshire Council I proposed an entirely different approach based on a much wider body of psychological expertise. It required addressing these questions: 1. What do we know to be the successful ingredients in raising achievement and addressing reading failure? 2 How do you apply these strategies effectively to the real-world context of whole populations in scores of educational establishments in loosely controlled conditions? 3. How can it be done at an economic cost? 4. How long will it take? Each of these questions is addressed briefly below.
Successful ingredients of a literacy strategy

It is essential that a literacy strategy should have the right ingredients in terms of curricular content and necessary supports. It is quite inadequate to take one ingredient, such as ‘synthetic phonics’ and expect that the outcome will be a literate population. We have identified 10 key strands of intervention, a small number of which are crucial. These include enhancing phonological awareness in the preschool years, a strong and structured phonics programme, raising teacher awareness through focussed assessment, early identification of those who are failing and providing the correct levels and methods of additional support.
Working effectively in loosely controlled, real world contexts

It is impossible to take the lessons of small-scale, short-term, tightly controlled research and expect they can be applied in the same way and with the same results across the loosely controlled settings of entire education authorities. More importantly, it is out of the question to expect that a few programmes and principles can be applied across a nation and achieve anything other than hopelessly diluted results.
For this reason, we planned the West Dunbartonshire work on the basis both of ‘content variables’ – the successful curricular and other ingredients noted above – and ‘context variables’. The latter addressed the reasons why projects fail even when their content is good. We built on the key concepts of vision, profile, ownership, commitment and declaration. We also focussed on addressing the processes of organisational change. The real world of hundreds of schools is a very messy setting compared with the controlled world of the experimental researcher. Key personnel routinely leave for another job, retire or go on maternity leave or long term sick leave. During the research phase of our West Dunbartonshire initiative there were five changes of director of education, three changes of education officer responsible for the project, three changes of project leader and several political upheavals in the Council. In addition, there was a steady turnover of head teachers and class teachers and a 90% turnover in our key team of specialist literacy teachers. It is impossible in the face of these and other changes to maintain continuity, motivation, coherence and impact across a whole authority over the length of time needed without using special methods. This was precisely why our project was successful: we treated all of the ‘unforeseen’ changes and challenges as totally foreseeable and planned the special methods needed to ensure success. In short, we brought the evidence base and expertise of two different fields of applied science – educational psychology and organisational psychology.
As a summary: we can do something easily to revolutionise literacy in a single class or school, where we have tight controls. To do this across an education authority we need to do something different. To do it across a nation, we need to do something different again.

How can it be done at an economic cost?

The cost to the nation of illiteracy and educational underachievement is so high it is difficult to conceive of how it could be uneconomical to spend what is required to address it. Nevertheless, it is in my view possible to eradicate illiteracy by economic interventions. Our cost-benefit analysis indicates that we achieved this on the basis of £93 per pupil per year if we count only the pupils receiving the early intervention programme, where most of the money must be spent, or £13 per year if we count all pupils. The latter figure is more appropriate as the intervention addresses literacy at every level through the school population.

It is necessary in my view to adopt minimalist approaches by asking, ‘What is the cheapest cost at which we can do the job?’ For this reason, for example, I did not accept offers to commercialise my baseline assessment into an expensive, glossy package but designed it for production at almost no cost at all (a few pence each). We also took forward our key intervention for individual support at a fraction of the normal cost.
How long will it take?

The nation has often suffered from short-termism in addressing key issues in education and in other fields. Short-term fixes have many advantages – but mainly to people who design and sell multiple numbers of very good ‘packages’ that in fact can never work. It is for this reason that I do not have my own ‘literacy intervention package’ ready to offer to every school across the country.
When I approached West Dunbartonshire I proposed 10 years to do the job – and that was what it took. This was for two reasons. First, changing organisations and cultures takes about five years, to reach the point where the whole organisation uses practices that are fully embedded in their thinking. Second, since our programme began with pupils in the pre-school year, Primary 1 and Primary 2, it was going to require 10 years to take the first of this cohort of pupils through to school-leaving age.

It can reasonably be said that we can begin to turn literacy results for the early primary stages around after about a year or so. We do, however, need to put those strategies in place that will support and monitor a programme to ensure that it is successful everywhere and that it overcomes the foreseeable obstacles that will stand in its way.

3 The benefits

Literacy is the core skill on which all other formal educational achievements largely depend. The benefits are perhaps best summarised by looking at the factors correlated with illiteracy and educational underachievement. The relationships are, of course, complex. Nevertheless, if we change literacy and achievement levels, we will certainly at some level improve all the other things with which it is associated.
It is for these reasons that at the start of the West Dunbartonshire project we declared that we ultimately anticipated the following benefits: higher self-esteem, lower disruption in schools, better school ethos, better staff morale, economic savings in the cost of supports and benefits, lower crime, a more skilled workforce and a stronger economy.
Behind all these ambitions are the lives of individual children and young people, as illustrated in the following statement from one of our secondary pupils:
‘When all this started I couldn’t read. I was a failure. Now I have a cupboardful of books at home… Now I am a success.’

A visionary national literacy initiative would take forward Scotland’s key political agenda of promoting equity and social justice and of addressing the needs of our most vulnerable young people. At that level the benefits are incalculable.
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