Breaking down barriers: Using home literacy practices to enhance learning

This article describes one student’s experience of her involvement in the Literacies for Learning in Further Education project. 

Olivia is 18 years old and studies at Lancaster and Morecambe College. She became involved with the LfLFE project after she dropped out of the level 3 (SCQF level 6/7) BTEC National Diploma Early Years because she was not passing her assignments. Olivia said that she felt angry with herself because she “didn’t feel bright enough”, and admitted that her confidence had been shaken. Her tutor suggested that she should do the level 2 (SCQF level 4/5) Certificate in Childcare to gain back the confidence that she had lost.

Olivia said that her participation in the project has changed the way she views literacy. Since her involvement she has been more aware of the kinds of literacies that she uses. For example, Olivia commented that she used to read menus or notices on the bus without realising, but now she recognises when she is engaged in these practices. Her involvement in the project has made her realise that she is more literate than she thought she was.

The aim of Phase 3 of the project was to devise classroom innovations based on the students’ everyday literacy practices, which were identified in Phase 2 The group of CCE students that Olivia joined were involved in an innovation that focussed on the importance of how college literacy practices could be more resonant with the literacy practices of their everyday lives and their future workplace. As these students were training to be childcare practitioners, they would be expected to engage in literacy strategies with children that would involve reading, handwriting and spelling. There were concerns that students’ over-reliance on computers for producing work was preventing them from developing handwriting skills and improving their spelling and grammar. Students also lacked confidence in their reading abilities. 

Therefore, students were encouraged to handwrite as often as possible and to use dictionaries to check their spelling. Students were also encouraged at every available opportunity to read aloud and openly discuss word meanings in a safe environment, which has allowed them develop the confidence which is essential for reading effectively to children. The tutor also encouraged students to bring their outside literacy practices into the classroom by allowing them to do projects on topics of their own choice, using a variety of modes of presentation. Students were also allowed to listen to music in the classroom, which reflected the way students work at home.
Olivia has also become more aware of the resonance between her home, work and college literacy practices. Olivia initially wanted to be a social worker and found the Dave Pelzer trilogy gave her some insight into the role of a social worker. Olivia said that she was put off the idea by a social worker friend of hers who told her that the job involved a lot of paperwork. Ironically, Olivia now works as a carer which, in fact, involves a great deal of paperwork and involves managing budgets and handling receipts and using official forms like care plan booklets, in which she records a person’s progress. She says she does not find this paperwork as daunting as she had expected.
Olivia feels that her identity has changed since last year, and believes that both her college course and her job have influenced her reading tastes. She now reads less fiction than she used and has moved onto non-fiction. She recently read a book called ‘As If’, which is a journalist’s account of the James Bulger trial. Olivia said that the book contained quotes from the Bible, which she would not have been able to understand in isolation. As the quotes were in context within the book, she managed to grasp the meaning of the quotes. She said that she “understands what books are telling [her] now” as she gains more knowledge on her course. 

Due to Olivia’s involvement in the project and her tutor’s embracing of students outside interests and literacy practices, her confidence increased sufficiently for her to re-enrol on the Level 3 BTEC ND Early Years course. She gained a merit for her first assignment, which was the same assignment that she got a referral for two years previous. Olivia feels that she now has the confidence to tackle difficult assignments because she now can grasp complex terminology and concepts.

The Literacies for Learning in Further Education project has enabled students like Olivia to recognise the value of their own literacy practices, and this value has enabled students to gain confidence which has, in Olivia’s case, led to success. Likewise, tutors involved in the project have recognised the value of students’ literacy practices in order to create the resonance in the classroom that allows students to achieve.
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