Catch up literacy for children in care

Wz_ayne qumes, Head of Communications at Catch Up, details the results of two pilot studies for
a literacy intervention designed to support children in care who struggle to learn to read.

he gap in academic achievement
T between children in care and their

peers is well-documented.! Of the
44,000 children who are in care in
England, it is likely that fewer than 50%
will achieve the expected level in English at
age 11 (compared with more than 80% of
all 11-year-olds), fewer than 15% will gain
5 or more good GCSEs (compared with

— % of all children), and fewer than one in

ten will go on to Higher Education
(compared with almost 40% of all
children). The gap has significant
consequences well beyond education, with,
for example, care leavers being hugely
over-represented among young prisoners
and homeless young people.

The causes are predictably complex.
Almost two-thirds of looked-after children
are in care due to neglect or abuse and,
once in care, they all too often experience
repeated disrupdons to their education
because of moves from one social care
placement to another, or from school to

“Almost two-thirds
of looked-after
= children are in care
due to neglect or
abuse and, once in
care, they all too
often experience
repeated disruptions
to their education.”

school. In addition, government research?
has suggested that there is inadequate
training available for teachers, carers and

other professionals working with looked- \:

after children, to enable them to provide

effective support. All of this contributes to "

children in care suffering disproportionally
from emotional, social and behavioural
problems, which inevitably has a
significant, negative impact on their
learning and achievement at school.

It is in this context that two pilot

studies have recently been undertaken, in
the Midlands and the East of England, to
see whether Catch Up Literacy, an
intervention demonstrated to be effective
in schools, could be used by carers to
support children in care who were
struggling to learn to read. Both studies
highlighted how the experiences of
children in care can affect their attitudes to,
and achievements in, literacy but both also
showed that effective literacy support can
be provided by carers who have themselves
been given appropriate training.

Catch Up Literacy

Catch Up Literacy was developed in 1997,
at Oxford Brookes University,3 in response
to research that showed that more than
18% of eight-year-olds had reading
difficulties which restricted their access to
the curriculum.? It is now available within a
comptehensive training and support
package provided by Catch Up, a not-for-
profit charity, and is delivered by teachers
and teaching assistants who have received
the training,

The Catch Up Literacy intervention
begins with diagnostic/formative
assessments enabling the adult to set
literacy targets and to identify a focus for
effective teaching, centred on a book of an
appropriate level of difficulty. The
intervention then comprises two 15-minute
1:1 teaching sessions per week, in which
the learner reads from the chosen book
and completes some linked writing that
addresses identified miscues. Throughout,
the emphasis is on providing effective
personalised learning support for the
individual — enabling learning through
success within a clearly structured process.

'/ Catch Up Literacy success

In schools, Catch Up Literacy has been

', shown to be effective with struggling

readers aged between 6 and 14 years,
enabling them to achieve on average more
than twice as many months progress in
Reading Age as the period of
intervention.5 It has also been shown to
enable learners to make significant
Comprehension Age gains and to have a

positive effect on their confidence and self-
esteem.

Currently, Catch Up Literacy is being
used in more than 6,000 schools across
England and Wales and has been
implemented in clusters of schools by 70
local authorities. The charity estimates that
more than 150,000 learners in England and
Wales have benefited from Catch Up
support. In addition, the DCSF has
identified Catch Up Literacy as an
evidence-based Wave 3 intervention
(shown to provide effective one-to-one
support for struggling learners).6

Catch Up Literacy and Compass
Children’s Services

In the first of the two pilot studies,

Catch Up partnered with Compass
Children’s Services, an independent
fostering agency based in Leicestershire, to
carry out a year-long project in which
foster carers were trained how to deliver
Catch Up Literacy to the children in their
care. Compass provides fostering services,
for vulnerable children and young people
from a range of backgrounds throughout
the Midlands, including support and
training for the carers themselves, helping
them to develop their personal and
professional fostering skills.

The study involved ten learners, aged
between 11 and 14, whose Reading Ages
were, on average, more than three years
behind their Chronological Ages. The
children in this group had experiences
typical of children in care, including social
care placement moves, school moves,
exclusion from school, trauma and abuse,
which together had resulted in a range of
behavioural difficulties and emotional
problems. At the beginning of the study,
the learners were assessed using
standardised assessments,” while their
carers each received three half-days of
training, a file of resources, a follow-up
home visit and a selection of age-
appropriate books graded to Catch Up
Literacy Levels.

Delivering Catch Up Literacy to
children in the foster home environment
proved to be far more challenging than
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