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Supporting low-literacy learners with 
writing and reading in languages



Our NPP focuses on identifying and mitigating the barriers which 
low-literacy learners face when learning languages 

For starters: What are the challenges you face in your lessons with 
students with low literacy?

Introduction to our NPP:



Session objectives:

• To present key findings from our school-based investigations so far

• To identify strategies for improving accessibility of languages education for LL (low literacy) learners, 

specifically looking at reading and writing

• To share how authentic texts can be sourced and incorporated in lessons

What’s in it for you?

What will we be asking of you?

• Rich conversation and discussion from MFL practitioners 

• Access to shared resources

• Share your ideas and good practice (and leave brief feedback at the end of the webinar!)



Trust context:

As a Trust, we are committed to Modern Foreign Languages (MFL) at secondary, with 85% of our students 
completing an MFL qualification at GCSE, attaining well above average progress.
At the same time, we have a comprehensive intake, including students with additional literacy needs.



• 3 students (+1 reserve) with the lowest NGRT result (standardised reading 
test students sit in Y6) from our bottom set Y8 classes – all had below average 
reading age.

Conducted interviews to:

• gauge their perception of learning languages – do they value it? 
• gather baseline data as to their grammar awareness

Our focus group



Student interview results



 ‘Buy in’ is high – on average students rated languages as 'quite important’

 All students say they enjoy learning it quite a lot

 Students see a relevance of languages and that they feel positively about using 
them in the future

 Students rated Reading as the most challenging aspect of language learning

 Students are not consistently using the support box

 Across the board: lack of understanding of metalanguage

Student interview responses



LL Student 4LL Student 3LL Student 2LL Student 1Question
a word that would come before 
the noun in French - what 
you're doing

a doing word 
describing what 
you would doa doing worda doing word

What is a verb?

Student survey: Meta-language test (Y8FR)

LL Student 4LL Student 3LL Student 2LL Student 1Question

a describing verb

a doing word 
describing what 
you would do

something to 
describe 
somethingnot sure

What is an adjective?

LL Student 4LL Student 3LL Student 2LL Student 1Question

a person place or thingnot sure
a place a person 
or a thingnot sure

What is a noun?

LL Student 4LL Student 3LL Student 2LL Student 1Question

the base form of a verbnot sure

words that show 
you're doing 
something

base of the verb (he 
understands but couldn’t 
explain)

What is an infinitive?



LL Student 4LL Student 3LL Student 2LL Student 1Question

like 'to work'not sure
words where the 
first letter is 'to'starts with "to"

How do you identify an 
infinitive in English?

LL Student 4LL Student 3LL Student 2LL Student 1Question

end in -er, -ir, -reending in -ly
words that end in 
er/re/ir

verbs end differently 
because of the pronoun

How do you identify an 
infinitive in French?

LL Student 4LL Student 3LL Student 2LL Student 1Question

changing an infinitive into an 
actual word

changing it 
because of the 
beginning letter of 
the word

turning a word 
into something to 
match the 
sentencechanging the infinitive

What is conjugating?

Student survey: Meta-language test (Y8FR)



Student assessment results



4 Lowest Literacy 
students

4 Highest Literacy 
students

Remaining students
(all at or above Reading age)

Standard assessment performance: Y8 French

Test scores
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HL students outperformed LL students in majority of categories



Highest leverage tweaks



1. Retrieval practice of grammar terminology must be drilled daily



As we continue the project, we will be looking into how languages and literacy 
are taught at KS2 and identifying ways to embed fundamental metalanguage as 
thoroughly as possible to ensure a smooth transition to KS3 language learning.

This will enable language teachers at KS3 to introduce notions such as adjective 
agreement, confident that students are secure in core grammatical 
metalanguage.

LL Student 4LL Student 3LL Student 2LL Student 1Question

a describing verb

a doing word 
describing what 
you would do

something to 
describe 
somethingnot sure

What is an adjective?



2. Accessible glossary of key grammar terms

• As part of grammar drilling, direct 
students to turn to the back of their 
book as they answer your 
questions/to aid pair discussion 



3. All students (especially LL) benefit from understanding the processes in 
English before they grapple with the French



4. Signpost support consistently and consider highest leverage support

• LL seem less able to self-direct towards support



5. A systematic approach to teaching phonics



6. Deliver instructions and check for understanding orally

• LL student feedback was that the most useful strategy a teacher could use was reading 
the task out loud - EAL/LL typically stronger with oral comprehension rather than 
written. 



7. Thoughtful wording/formatting of exam papers



8. Don't assume prior knowledge/understanding of Tier 2 vocabulary



Questions?



Authentic
texts in 
KS2 & KS3



KS2
The Holy Family Catholic Primary School

Ealing
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Authentic text used in lesson



1. Pre-teaching: Vorwissen aktivieren

Teacher asking:
Welche Farben 
gibt es draußen
im Herbst, 
Winter, Frühling, 
Sommer?



2. Vocabulary: Vokabelarbeit im Text

Extracting the 
colour words from 
the poem (grün, 
gelb, gold, Braun, 
schwarz, weiß, 
rot, pink) asking 
students to draw 
colour/annotate 
text



2. Vocabulary: Vokabelarbeit im Text

Extracting the 
colour words from 
the poem (grün, 
gelb, gold, Braun, 
schwarz, weiß, 
rot, pink) asking 
students to draw 
colour/annotate 
text



2. Vocabulary: Vokabelarbeit im Text

Extracting the 
colour words from 
the poem (grün, 
gelb, gold, Braun, 
schwarz, weiß, 
rot, pink) asking 
students to draw 
colour/annotate 
text



3. Translation: Lesen und übersetzen

As a whole class, 
reading the 
poem line by line, 
and trying to 
translate each 
two-line stanza 
into English, using 
the pictures on 
the PowerPoint



4. Comprehension: Fragen zum Text

Students answer  
comprehension 
questions in 
English



5. Creative Writing: Das eigene Gedicht

Students write 
their own poem 
in German



KS3
Ada Lovelace Church of England High School

Ealing

Language Network
Thames West

led by Ada Lovelace C of E High School



Authentic text used in lesson



1. Pre-teaching: Vorwissen aktivieren

Revising 
adjective 
endings with 
definite and 
indefinite articles



2. Vocabulary: Vokabelarbeit im Text

Students are 
highlighting all 
adjectives in the 
poem



3. Translation: Lesen und übersetzen

As a whole 
class, reading 
the poem and 
translating 
unknown words 
and lines.



4. Production: Grammatik anwenden

Students re-write 
parts of the 
poem by 
putting the 
adjectives in 
front of the 
noun:
Der weiße
Schnee



KS3
Alternative Spanish text
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Néstor Martínez: Colores
La tristeza es roja
El invierno verde
Blanco de luto
Noches amarillas
Negro de la alegría
Tierra rosada
El amor es café
Colores…
algún día
descubriré sus secretos.



Questions?



https://forms.office.com/Pages/R
esponsePage.aspx?id=iIqLrluQ4
kyUSH-
_jSvsUJaJubUAsbJPrB_9TCS7n
MlUOVk4MFNCUVhRR0oyNTg2
SUZZOTVNUzJDMS4u


