ECT Programme Mentor session materials – elective self-study 4: Developing early literacy 


ECT Programme Mentor Support Materials – Subject and curriculum	Elective self-study 4
Developing early literacy		Approximate reading time: 15 minutes	
These self-study materials are intended for use as part of a school- This document is intended for those who design and deliver a school-based ECT Programme. The self-study materials are intended for use with mentors working with early career teachers (ECTs) in year one. They align with the associated ECT elective self-study from this module. 	 	 Opportunities for schools to add exemplification relevant to their context have been identified. It is suggested that further phase- or subject-specific examples be added to reflect the needs of your programme participants.	


 


Introduction
Approximate time to complete: 1 minute
Welcome to these Early Career Teacher Programme mentor session materials for elective self-study 4: Developing early literacy. This elective self-study forms part of the module relating to ‘Subject and curriculum’. 
Your ECT will have completed their elective self-study following a reflective discussion with you in which this was identified as an area for their development. The content will help them to engage more deeply with the evidence and enhance their application of theory to their classroom practice. 
To support your work with your ECT, these materials outline what the theory could look like in practice, highlighting the active ingredients that make it effective. The materials also provide suggested action steps that early career teachers could take to implement these into their practice. It also includes a template to help you structure your weekly mentoring session with your ECT. 
Please note, the overview of the ECT self-study material is optional reading. You can  go straight to the Next Steps: preparing for your mentoring session if you wish.  
If you choose to read this content, we suggest mentors should first read the mentor support materials for the core self-study for ‘Subject and curriculum’. This outlines the underpinning theory and related evidence for this module. It is suggested that you read both self-studies in advance of observing and meeting with your early career teacher. This will help guide your discussion with your ECT. 
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[bookmark: Practicing]Developing early literacy
Approximate time to complete: 5 minutes
[bookmark: Section1]Reminder of what the evidence says
Early career teachers considered the underlying evidence around developing language, reading and writing in the early years as well as its fundamental foundation for all literacy development. 
If you wish to review the theory relating to delivering a carefully sequenced curriculum, please see the Core self-study for ‘Subject and curriculum”. 
Developing Language in the Early Years
What this looks like in practice 
High-quality talk is essential in the classroom, supporting pupils in developing their language and communication skills. In the Early Years, it plays a crucial role in expanding vocabulary, refining sentence structures, and building confidence in verbal expression. Providing regular opportunities for meaningful interactions allows pupils to practise language in a supportive environment. Open-ended questions, such as “What do you think will happen next?” or “I wonder…”, encourage deeper thinking and extended responses. Additionally, engaging pupils with specific vocabulary, deliberate mistakes, and structured discussion helps reinforce language learning and promote a deeper understanding of new concepts.
Creating multiple opportunities for interaction throughout the day further enhances communication skills. Encouraging discussion between pupils and facilitating interactions with adults ensures they can articulate their thoughts with increasing fluency. Effective engagement involves positioning oneself at the pupils’ level, observing their focus, and responding to both verbal and non-verbal communication. Repeating and expanding on pupils’ responses models correct sentence structures and vocabulary use, fostering confidence and participation. By implementing these strategies, teachers create a language-rich environment that supports strong communication skills across all areas of learning.
Identifying the active ingredients 
The following active ingredients can be used to help develop language in the early years. They can be thought of the as the behaviours or actions of the teacher that effectively put the theory into practice: 
· strategic questioning, for example using open-ended questions or questions to check for understanding
· listening attentively and using verbal and nonverbal signals to demonstrate that you are focused on what they are saying for example nodding and maintaining eye contact
·  following the pupil’s lead and responding to verbal and non-verbal communication, for example by engaging in back and forth interactions or follow-up questions to develop or probe ideas  
· modelling and scaffolding language by repeating what the pupil says in an expanded form, using language just above their current level
· using both implicit and explicit strategies for teaching new vocabulary Using both implicit and explicit strategies for teaching new vocabulary, for example modelling the correct word when an incorrect one has been used
Examples 
In the related Early Career Teacher elective self-study content, schools or trusts should have shared exemplification relevant to their context to illustrate approaches to developing language in the Early Years. These should explicitly link to the active ingredients, demonstrating how and why they are effective. 
You may wish to share these examples with mentors. 
Examples could include: video exemplification, live modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 3 minutes. 

Click here to return to Content page
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[bookmark: Section2]Early reading
What this looks like in practice
Effective reading instruction extends beyond decoding words to support comprehension and engagement with texts. Developing phonemic awareness and understanding letter-sound relationships is essential, making a structured synthetic phonics programme, combined with explicit instruction, highly effective. Singing and rhyming activities further support phonological awareness and early reading development. While phonics aids decoding, some words do not follow phonetic patterns, requiring explicit teaching of ‘tricky’ words to ensure pupils recognise them by sight. Spelling development within phonics programmes reinforces reading skills, but comprehension remains equally important across all phases and subjects.
Shared reading and reading aloud play a significant role in developing fluency, as they allow pupils to hear fluent reading while guided reading provides targeted support. Teacher modelling helps pupils internalise prosody, accuracy, and expression, ensuring they develop confident and expressive reading skills. Highlighting high expectations for fluency and supporting pupils in refining pronunciation further strengthens their ability to engage with texts effectively. The next step is to identify the key elements that ensure these strategies continue to support reading development as pupils progress through their education.
Identifying the active ingredients 
These ‘active ingredients’ can help to support pupils developing their early reading more effectively. They include: 
· explicit phonics teaching using a structured, sequential programme;
· focus on phonemic awareness, ensuring pupils hear and identify individual sounds in words;
· segmenting and blending: breaking words into sounds and putting them back together;
· use of decodable words that align with the phonics progression;
· repetition and practice to reinforce accuracy in pronunciation;
· teacher modelling of fluent reading, emphasising pace, tone, and expression;
· combination of shared, guided, and choral reading to engage pupils;
· active participation: pupils read aloud rather than passively listening;
· using reading as an opportunity to refine fluency and comprehension;
· specific feedback on prosody during reading aloud; and
· correcting mispronunciation and reinforcing high expectations for fluency.


Examples 
In the related Early Career Teacher elective self-study content, schools or trusts should have shared exemplification relevant to their context to illustrate approaches to early reading in the classroom. These should explicitly link to the active ingredients, demonstrating how and why they are effective. 
You may wish to share these examples with mentors. 
Examples could include: video exemplification, live modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources. 
Video exemplification should last no longer than 3 minutes. 

Click here to return to Content page
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[bookmark: Section3]Early writing
What this looks like in practice 
Writing is a fundamental form of communication and expression, making it essential for pupils to understand its purpose from the start. Early engagement with mark-making helps children assign meaning to their marks, using various tools and environments to explore writing. This initial stage lays the foundation for later writing development, progressing from fine motor skills to fluency, accuracy, and independent composition. To support this progression, pupils benefit from explicit instruction, structured practice, and regular opportunities to refine their handwriting, spelling, and sentence construction.
Repetition and scaffolded practice play a key role in developing motor memory and handwriting fluency. Strategies such as lined guides support correct letter formation, while explicit modelling and precise instruction help pupils understand direction, positioning, and the pressure needed for effective handwriting. Additional techniques, including rhyming cues, coded feedback, and structured mark-making activities, further strengthen both foundational and advanced writing skills. Maintaining high expectations and providing targeted feedback ensures that all pupils continue to refine their accuracy, fluency, and confidence in writing as they progress through their education. The next step is to explore the core elements that make these approaches effective in developing and sustaining writing skills over time.
Identifying the active ingredients 
Here are the key ingredients to support effective teaching of early writing: 
· repetition and scaffolded practice to develop motor memory and handwriting fluency;
· lined guides to support correct letter formation, spacing, and alignment;
· explicit modelling of letter formation through visual demonstrations;
· teaching letter formation explicitly, including direction, positioning, and pressure when using a writing implement;
· opportunities for repeated practice to reinforce accuracy in writing;
· mark-making progression, starting with lines and sounds before moving to letters and numbers;
· explicit instruction in fine and gross motor skills to support handwriting;
· rhyming strategies to aid letter formation learning;
· coded feedback to develop editing and proofreading skills; and
· clear expectations for accuracy and improvement through ongoing writing practice.
These active ingredients will not change in principle but they may look different depending on your context and the needs of your pupils. 
Examples 
In the related Early Career Teacher elective self-study content, schools or trusts should have shared exemplification relevant to their context to illustrate approaches to early writing in the classroom. These should explicitly link to the active ingredients, demonstrating how and why they are effective. 
You may wish to share these examples with mentors. 
Examples could include: video exemplification, live modelling, a transcript, lesson observations, artefacts or classroom resources
Video exemplification should last no longer than 3 minutes. 
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[bookmark: Nextsteps]Next steps: preparing for your mentoring session 
Approximate time to complete: 6 minutes
The following next steps are suggestions of how you could support early career teachers to implement the learning from this elective self-study. Schools or trusts may wish to adapt this to meet the needs of their context and their ECTs and to align with systems used in their own settings.  
Observing expertise practice  
If possible, arrange an opportunity for your ECT to observe a colleague in your school or within your trust demonstrating how they develop early literacy.

As they observe their colleague, they should consider the following:
· How does the teacher embed language-rich interactions? Look for strategies such as open-ended questioning, sustained shared thinking, and modelling of new vocabulary.
· What approaches are used to develop phonological awareness? Consider how the teacher incorporates activities like rhyming, clapping syllables, or segmenting and blending sounds.
· In what ways does the teacher support reading fluency? 
You may wish to discuss your ECT’s reflections at your next meeting. 

ECT reflection 
In their elective self-study 4, ECTs were asked to reflect on a scenario in relation to developing early literacy. Select the appropriate scenario for your phase to review this: 
	EYFS
	Primary
	Secondary
	Specialist -SEND setting
	Specialist - Alternative provision



	Schools should delete any scenarios that are not relevant to their context. 



[bookmark: EYFS]

EYFS scenario
	Mrs Sharma’s reception class are completing a topic on woodlands. They have been exploring a small, wooded area outside their classroom, using their senses to observe natural features and discuss the animals that might live there. Each pupil has collected a selection of natural materials, such as leaves and twigs, which they are now using to create a collage. As part of the activity, they will share their collages with an adult, giving them an opportunity to develop their language skills through play.
As the pupils work, Mrs Sharma notices that some children are using short, one-word responses to describe their materials, while others are forming more extended sentences. To encourage richer language use and support pupils at different stages of verbal development, she decides to adjust her approach.
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs Sharma to support her pupils to develop their writing.
Here are some options that can support your reflection:
A. She asks open-ended questions like “What do you think will happen if we scrunch this leaf?,” follows the children's interests, and models extended responses by repeating and expanding on their statements.
B. She encourages pupils to repeat key woodland-related vocabulary through choral response, reinforcing new words and allowing them to practise pronunciation and fluency.
C. C) She explicitly teaches additional vocabulary by introducing new words in context, such as “bark” and “crunchy,” supporting understanding through discussion and visual cues.
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[bookmark: primaryscenariostart]Primary scenario 
	Mrs Sharma has just begun teaching a new Year 3 class. She is keen to assess the reading and writing skills of the class and sets them a task to write about their families. She wants to assess their handwriting and spelling as well as their use of grammar and syntax. 
She notices a small group of her pupils are struggling with this task. They have verbally explained in detail to her key details about their families, but they are struggling to put this down on paper. Their handwriting is inconsistent, some letters are poorly formed or reversed, and they tire quickly when writing longer sentences. She is concerned that they may be lacking some of the fine and gross motor skills needed to write effectively and that they lack the stamina required to write longer passages. 
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs Sharma to support her pupils to develop their writing.
Here are some options that can support your reflection:
A. Built daily practice of fine and gross motor skills into the curriculum, focusing on using playdough and threading beads for fine skills and playing with different sized balls for gross skills. 
B. Build time into English lessons for guided writing, making use of tracing sheets to ensure the correct sizing and spacing of letters and words. 
C. Review the formation of all letters of the alphabet with the class, giving precise instruction around the direction and positioning. 
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[bookmark: secondaryscenariostart]Secondary scenario
	Mrs Sharma has begun teaching a Year 7 PSHE class on the topic of myself and my community. She is exploring a series of key themes such as self-esteem, resilience and self-belief before moving on to look at how the pupils can make a positive difference for themselves and their community. She is also using this as an opportunity to monitor the reading fluency of her class and has begun the topic by using a series of extracts from “Becoming,” Michelle Obama’s memoir. She has instructed individual pupils to read sections of the text aloud. This is enabling her to see whether the pupils are reading with automaticity, accuracy and prosody as well as using the resource to develop their thinking of the key concepts within the unit. 
Mrs Sharma notices that many of the pupils can accurately decode the words they are reading but that they lack prosody, often reading too fast for the audience to keep up and not varying the tone or intonation of their voices, as well as missing key pieces of punctuation. 
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs Sharma to support the development of reading fluency in her Year 7 class. 
Here are some options that can support your reflection:
A. Use guided oral reading, modelling to the class what fluent reading looks like, emphasising prosody, expression, intonation, and tone.
B. Build in opportunities for repeated reading, instructing pupils to reread key soliloquies and sections of dialogue, focusing on refining their delivery with each attempt.
C. Pre-read sections of the text as a class, making annotations around punctuation, shifts in tone, and possible interpretations before pupils are asked to read aloud.
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[bookmark: SENDscenariostart]Specialist - SEND setting scenario
	Mrs Sharma is working with her class in, focusing on developing their reading skills. She wants to assess their ability to read independently and understand texts, so she invites pupils to read aloud in small groups. This helps her identify their strengths and areas needing support.
She quickly observes that several pupils struggle with decoding words. Some rely on guessing from context or recognising familiar letter shapes rather than systematically breaking words down into sounds. Others hesitate frequently, finding it difficult to blend phonemes smoothly, which affects their fluency and comprehension. Recognising that reading aloud may cause anxiety for some pupils, she considers alternative strategies to support them, such as scaffolded phonics-based interventions, paired and choral reading, and assistive technology. She also integrates multisensory approaches, including syllable chunking with visual aids and tactile resources to reinforce sound-symbol relationships. By using these strategies, she ensures that all pupils can access reading in a way that builds confidence and supports their progress.
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs Sharma to support her pupils to develop their reading.
Here are some options that can support your reflection:
A. Incorporate structured phonics interventions into daily literacy lessons, focusing on segmenting and blending activities using multisensory approaches such as magnetic letters and sound buttons.
B. Encourage pupils to read independently for sustained periods, using silent reading tasks to build confidence and exposure to new vocabulary.
C. Implement paired reading sessions where a more confident reader supports a peer, allowing for modelling of decoding strategies and shared problem-solving when encountering unfamiliar words.




Click here to return to Content page

[bookmark: APscenariostart]

Specialist - Alternative provision scenario
	Mrs Sharma has begun reading Shakespeare’s ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ with a small group of key stage four drama pupils. Once the pupils have read the text they will need to perform key sections of it as part of their GCSE assessment. She needs to ensure that the pupils are able to read both accurately and fluently and is aware of the challenges the Shakespearean language could present. She is therefore using their first read through as an opportunity to assess their reading fluency, many of whom are reluctant readers with diverse learning needs. To gauge their confidence and ability, she invites individual pupils to take on certain characters and to read their sections of the text aloud, helping her to identify their strengths and areas requiring additional support.
Mrs Sharma observes that while many pupils can accurately decode words, they struggle with prosody. Some read too quickly for their audience to follow, while others read in a monotone, lacking variation in tone and intonation. Many are also struggling to understand the varied punctuation and the way it is used in Shakespearean English. Recognising that reading aloud may heighten anxiety for some pupils, she considers how to scaffold their fluency using non-verbal strategies, such as modelling expressive reading, using visual cues to indicate pauses and intonation changes, and incorporating choral and echo reading to reduce pressure while building confidence.
Reflect on the content of the elective self-study as you consider which approaches would be effective in helping Mrs Sharma to support her pupils to develop their reading.
A. Use teacher modelling by reading key passages expressively, demonstrating pace, intonation, and emphasis, before inviting pupils to echo her delivery.
B. Incorporate choral reading, allowing pupils to read aloud together as a group to reduce anxiety and provide structured opportunities to practise fluency in a low risk setting.
C. Provide visual scaffolds, such as annotating the text with symbols to indicate pauses, stress, and changes in tone, helping pupils navigate Shakespeare’s complex syntax and phrasing.
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You may wish to ask your ECT to share their notes from their reflections during the self-study to help elicit their understanding and support your discussions.  
Suggested actions
Early career teachers were prompted to identify an upcoming lesson and consider how they might implement one of the following actions, however you may wish to select an alternative step that based on your lesson observations and discussions with your ECT. In your discussion, the focus should be on identifying the active ingredients for the action step and how these will be enacted in the classroom.  
See the following examples and accompanying guidance for developing specific areas of practice. The suggested actions were also shared with ECTs. 
The active ingredients have been included to help you plan and practice the action. 
	Incorporate open-ended questions into your teaching that encourage pupils to explore and expand their use of language.
The active ingredients that will help increase the effectiveness include: 
· plan strategic questioning – where and when will you use the open-ended questions for maximum impact?
· giving attention to pupils as they talk and paying attention to what they are focused on
· listening attentively and following the pupil’s lead and responding to verbal and non-verbal communication
· modelling and scaffolding language by repeating what the pupil says in an expanded form, using language just above their current level
·  using both implicit and explicit strategies for teaching new vocabulary, for example, using a new word in the question with a brief explanation


	Plan to use back and forth interactions with individual pupils to monitor and develop their language and vocabulary. 
The active ingredients that will help increase the effectiveness include: 
· strategic questioning for example asking follow-up questions to develop the interaction 
· modelling and scaffolding language by repeating what the pupil says in an expanded form, using language just above their current level
· giving attention to pupils as they talk and paying attention to what they are focused on
· listening attentively and following the pupil’s lead and responding to verbal and non-verbal communication
· using both implicit and explicit strategies for teaching new vocabulary, for example modelling the correct word if an incorrect one is used


	Plan to use a strategy to develop early reading. This could be focused around develop either word reading or language comprehension. For example, using active reading strategies to make pupils participants in the text.
The active ingredients that will help increase the effectiveness may include: 
· explicit phonics teaching using a structured, sequential programme
· focus on phonemic awareness, ensuring pupils hear and identify individual sounds in word
· segmenting and blending: breaking words into sounds and putting them back together
· use of decodable words that align with the phonics progression
· repetition and practice to reinforce accuracy in pronunciation
· teacher models fluent reading, emphasising pace, tone, and expression
· combination of shared, guided, and choral reading to engage pupils
· active participation: pupils read aloud rather than passively listening
· using reading as an opportunity to refine fluency and comprehension
· specific feedback on prosody during reading aloud
· correcting pronunciation and reinforcing high expectations for fluency

	Plan to give specific feedback to pupils on their writing, including both handwriting and spelling.
The active ingredients that will help increase the effectiveness may include: 
· repetition and scaffolded practice to develop motor memory and handwriting fluency
· lined guides to support correct letter formation, spacing, and alignment
· explicit modelling of letter formation through visual demonstrations
· teaching letter formation explicitly, including direction, positioning, and pressure when using a writing implement
· opportunities for repeated practice to reinforce accuracy in writing
· mark-making progression, starting with lines and sounds before moving to letters and numbers
· explicit instruction in fine and gross motor skills to support handwriting
· rhyming strategies to aid letter formation learning
· coded feedback to develop editing and proofreading skills
· clear expectations for accuracy and improvement through ongoing writing practice



You may also wish to select an alternative action step as a result of your observation and relating to how to develop early literacy that is appropriate for your own context and the needs of your pupils. 
Stretch and challenge
If you feel that your ECT’s current practice can be stretched or challenged, you may want to select more than one precise action. This will help develop their ability to effectively implement multiple approaches during the same lesson. 
Lesson observation of your early career teacher
Arrange to observe your early career teaching putting the action step into practice in their classroom, focusing on the effective implementation of the active ingredients. 

The National Institute of Teaching uses the six-step observation and feedback model that is based on the work of Bambrick-Santoyo (2016)​, however, your school or trust may have their own model for observation and feedback.  
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[bookmark: RelatedITTECFStatements]Related Initial Teacher Training and Early Career Framework statements 
Learn that…
3.9. To access the curriculum, early literacy provides fundamental knowledge; reading comprises two elements: word reading and language comprehension; systematic synthetic phonics is the most effective approach for teaching pupils to decode.                     
3.12. Pupils' oral language skills can be supported by teaching new words and how to use and understand words within sentences or longer texts. This can help to address speech and language difficulties, especially for children in their early school years.
Learn how to…
Develop pupils’ literacy, by:
3.n. Demonstrating a clear understanding of systematic synthetic phonics, and the necessary prerequisite knowledge, particularly if teaching early reading and spelling.
3.o. Supporting younger pupils, especially those with reading difficulties, to become fluent readers by building automatic and accurate decoding with various texts and repeated reading of texts with modelling and feedback.
3.p. Teaching unfamiliar vocabulary explicitly and planning for pupils to be repeatedly exposed to high-utility and high-frequency vocabulary in what is taught.
3.s. Teaching, modelling, and requiring high quality oral language, sometimes known as oracy, recognising that spoken language underpins the development of reading and writing (e.g. where appropriate, develop pupils’ responses to questions into full sentences).
3.u. Supporting younger pupils to become fluent writers through explicit teaching and practice of spelling and handwriting, with modelling and feedback, such as addressing both the process and product of letter formation when developing pupils’ handwriting.
Click here to return to Content page
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[bookmark: Appendix]Appendix 
Mentor and ECT meeting template 
This template is based on the six-step observation and feedback model used by the National Institute of Teaching (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2016). Schools or trusts may wish to adapt this to align with their own model for observation and feedback.  

	Check-in
Start by asking your ECT how their week has been, both in and out of school—check in on their wellbeing, workload, and energy levels. You could invite them to share any successes, challenges, or areas where they’d like support. 


	












	Praise strengths
Following the observation of your ECT this week, praise a specific area of their practice based on your observations from the lesson. This may be a previous action step that they have successfully implemented. 


	Notes 














	Probe areas for development
Based on your notes from the observation, identify an area for development linked the current focus area. You may wish to ask your ECT to share their notes from their reflections during the self-study as part of this process to help elicit their understanding and drive the dialogic process.  

 

	Notes (include relevant dates and details from specific observations)













	Set precise actions
Having probed areas for development, elicit a precise action your ECT can implement to develop their practice relating to the focus area. Ensure it is:
· Observable – ensure it is something that can be seen during the lesson observation. 
· Practice-able – is this something that your ECT can successfully achieve? Aspirational targets should be avoided. 
· Bite-sized – the action should be granular so that ECTs can achieve it by the next observation rather than long-term, multi-faceted targets. 
· Include the ‘how’ not just ‘what’ – Success criteria will help determine how the action will be achieved. This could be written jointly with the ECT. 


	Agreed precise action 









	Plan based on actions: Work with your ECT to review and refine their chose action. This could include a script or product to be used live with pupils.  Identify success criteria together focusing on the active ingredients of the approach. Through questioning and dialogue, support your ECT to identify ways to successfully implement their action.  


	Observations of colleagues?


When will the action be implemented within the lesson?




Together, prepare a script/create a product that would be delivered live to pupils. Outline the success criteria below. You may wish to review the active ingredients highlighted in the elective self-study. 







	Practice based on plan: Practice could involve creating a product, such as a resource or it may include planning a scripted performance that would ultimately be delivered live to pupils. 
1. Review what effective delivery would look like.
1. Provide your ECT with a model or exemplar of how to implement the chosen strategy or approach before supporting them with practice. 
1. Having shared the model or exemplar with your ECTs, they should then undertake practice using the success criteria you have written together.
1. Provide feedback based on the success criteria and support your ECT as required. ​ This may involve repeating the practice until all the success criteria are successfully achieved



	Feedback: 













	Follow up: Plan a follow-up observation of your ECT to see them put their plan into action. 

Time and date agreed with ECT: 





	Observing expert practice 
If possible, arrange an opportunity for your ECT to observe how a colleague in your school or within your trust actively maintains or restores relationships with pupils. 
Notes (who, when, where)







	AOB (any other business)
Is there anything else you need to discuss with your ECT today. This could include upcoming dates in the school diary or any other areas of support they might need. 
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