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Inspiration:  
cross-curricular literacy

Janette Catton, Assistant Head for CPD, Frederick Bird Primary School, Coventry

Janette Catton describes how the challenge of an ‘Inspiration Award’ generated projects where authentic 
experience provided enjoyable learning in a range of curriculum areas.  

Frederick Bird Primary School in Coventry is a larger 
than average primary school with eighty two per cent 
of pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds.  Over forty 
seven different languages are spoken at the school.  The 
proportion of pupils with special educational needs and/
or disabilities is above average.  It is therefore not surprising 
that the one of the most important priorities on our 
School Improvement Plan is the raising of attainment and 
achievement in English.

With so many children from different ethnic backgrounds, 
it is essential that speaking and listening skills underpin all 
learning.  We encourage teachers to plan for language rich 
activities, developing discussion and dialogic approaches 
and drama as part of all curriculum areas.  This year we were 
very proud to be the first school to have been awarded the 
UKLA Literacy School of the Year award for being ‘a school 
where literacy thrives’.

A literacy rich environment 
At Frederick Bird we have developed a literacy spine: a list 
of quality books that we have pledged to share with our 
children as they pass through the school so that they leave 
us having been exposed to some quality literature.  Some 
of these books are read to the children for pleasure, some 
become a class novel that is studied in depth.  These texts 
are linked to literacy or cross-curricular topics.  High quality 
texts are also part of all class libraries.  

We strive to have consistency in the methods we use across 
the school, but believe that having a variety of tools in our 
literacy toolbox supports our learners best.  Our classroom 
environments are rich in vocabulary and top tips for writing 
to support children in their work.  The skills needed for each 
text type are directly taught in literacy lessons but then 
applied in other subjects, so that news reports, poems, 
stories, diaries, persuasion, debates and discussion can be 
found not only in literacy books but also in the children’s 
theme books and their science books.  This provides a richer 
sample of independent writing for teacher  assessment.

English 4 to 11 Autumn 2013.indd   7 13/08/2013   09:54:06

Extract from ENGLISH 4-11 No. 49 Autumn 2013

© The English Association/United Kingdom Literacy Association



Autumn 2013 English 4–11

8

CPD – sharing our own passions 
If we want to offer our children high quality literacy learning, 
we need to ensure that we offer staff high quality CPD.  This 
has involved some excellent training from outside experts, 
but it also involves making the best use of the talents and 
strengths we have within our school.  We share expertise 
not only through whole school CPD but through lesson 
study and peer coaching within the school, and encouraging 
colleagues to share their passions for poetry, drama and use 
of ICT. 

This spring term the staff were given the challenge of 
developing a cross-curricular project for an ‘Inspiration 
Award’.  The idea came from a discussion in a senior 
management meeting about the need to provide more 
opportunities for staff to share good practice and creativity.  
Year teams worked collaboratively over four staff meetings 
to plan their projects.  The projects were judged by a panel 
of judges which included the School Adviser, governors 
and our school clinical psychologist.  Teams developed 
exciting cross-curricular topics and the true winners were 
the children.

Year 2 Inspiration Project - Fire Fire!
The children in Year 2 were studying the Great Fire of 
London.  Links were made between literacy, science and 
humanities.  The project aimed to  promote curiosity, 
independent learning and encourage writing and speaking 
and listening skills across the curriculum.

At first teachers turned off the interactive white boards, 
laptops, lights and heating (windows were left open to 
ensure the children felt the difference in temperature).  The 
classes discussed why cameras were still working (they could 
work on batteries rather than mains electricity).  This led to 
a discussion about what Samuel Pepys’ life would have been 

like.  The children wrote diary entries using charcoal, and 
writing by candlelight.  They considered why electricity is so 
important and compare life then and now.  These activities 
provided the teachers with an excellent opportunity to 
assess understanding of electricity, its uses and importance.

One of the teachers had been filmed dressed as Samuel 
Pepys and the children watched a video of Samuel packing 
his treasure chest.  Finding a buried chest in the school 
allotment, dug up by a teacher whilst planting, launched the 
theme with a bang, and ensured children were interested 
and engaged from the very first lesson.  The children 
explored objects in the chest and were asked to think about 
how the artefacts (from Samuel Pepys’ life) were different to 
objects we use today, what they were all used for and why 
they might be different.  The children thought of questions 
to ask about the artefacts before undertaking research in 
order to discover what happened in 1666.
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Using Comic Life, a website that allows children to create 
comics (http://comiclife.com), the children composed their 
own accounts of the Great Fire of London.  They wrote diary 
entries, researched and recorded their own facts about the 
Great Fire of London.  They also used flip cameras to record 
their thoughts and feelings as they worked through the 
project and made news reports of the events. 

Impact on the children
So what did the children get out of this project?

Year 2 were highly motivated and enthusiastic about the 
theme.  They were able to make strong and meaningful 
links between literacy, science and history.  Children were 
fully immersed into the topic through experiential learning.  
There were lots of opportunities for speaking and listening 
and a range of writing activities.  Children were encouraged 
to develop research and investigative skills to find out more 
about the past led by their own questions.  Opportunities 
to use ICT in appropriate ways supported learning and 
recording in exciting formats.  This was an extremely 
successful project and won the first place.

Year 5 inspiration project: The Messenger Bird
Year 5’s class novel was Ruth Eastham’s The Messenger Bird 
(Eastham 2012).  This adventure mystery has a chilling 
undercurrent running through it.  Steeped in codes and 
conspiracies, the story takes us to Bletchley Park, the secret 
code breaking centre of World War II.  One of the central 
themes in the story concerns the Coventry blitz and whether 
the code breakers knew that Coventry was Germany’s target.  
Clearly the book was a meaningful link to the Year 5 World 
War II history topic.

The intended outcomes of the project were to promote 
reading for pleasure and link reading across the curriculum.  
It was planned that the novel would create strong links 
between literacy and history, and inspire the children to 
research the topic and find out more about Coventry’s 
historical past.  

Year 5 children explored the book through a wide range of 
speaking and listening activities, drama, and opportunities 
for creative writing.  In history the children learned about the 
war and investigated the Coventry blitz.  This included a visit 
to the Blitz Experience in the Coventry Transport Museum.  
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Children learnt about code breaking in their mathematics 
lessons and created propaganda posters in art.  

Models of Anderson shelters were constructed and later 
used as a context for grammar work to help categorize 
sentence types.

The children researched Bletchley Park and its role in World 
War II, comparing the reality with fictional details from the 
story.  They visited Bletchley Park and attended workshops 
on code breaking, evacuation and war time toys.  As part of 
this visit they explored the mansion house and looked for 
the rooms and objects that Ruth Eastham had described so 
vividly in her novel.  The children were fascinated to discover 
that there was indeed a secret room hidden in the mansion.

Inspired by the book and their visit to Bletchley Park the 
children wrote their own mystery stories.  They also wrote 
diary entries and newspaper articles.  The children also 
enthusiastically created their own toys for homework 
based on the ones they had discovered in the workshop at 
Bletchley Park.         

Again this was a highly successful project.  The children 
were highly motivated and inspired to learn.  Immersing 
the children in a strong shared reading experience was 
very powerful.  The book study helped the children to 
access learning about World War II making links between 
fiction and fact.  By visiting Bletchley Park the children also 
appreciated the research the author had to do in order to 
make her story realistic.

Like Year 2’s project, the Year 5 children thoroughly enjoyed 
the topic and learning experiences. 

As these two examples demonstrate, our Inspiration 
Award projects were very successful for the learners.  The 
planned projects ensured links were made between 
subjects and children were offered a range of meaningful 
writing and literacy opportunities.  As part of the school’s 
CPD programme this project enabled staff time to plan for 
literacy across the curriculum and share work from across 
the school.  Teachers have drawn upon ideas and teaching 
strategies used in other year groups and this has led to a 
more collaborative approach to literacy.  Our role as senior 
leaders is to further embed this and draw upon the creative 
expertise of staff to ensure literacy is central to all areas of 
our curriculum.  

Children’s books
Eastham, R. (2012) The Messenger Bird. Scholastic. 
ISBN 9781407124612.
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