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Looking Forward: A critical analysis of literacy, numeracy and digital competence as cross-curricular responsibilities.

The purposes of this essay are to provide a critical analysis of both literacy and numeracy, as well as digital competence and their cross-curriculum responsibilities within the National Curriculum in Wales, as well as in general. Before addressing the cross curricular responsibilities of numeracy, literacy and digital competence there needs to be an understanding of what exactly is meant by the term ‘cross curricular’. According to Barnes (2015) cross curricular learning is defined as “When the skills, knowledge and attitudes of a number of different disciplines are applied to a single experience, problem, question, theme or idea, we are working in a cross-curricular way”. (Barnes, 2015, p. 11). This is further supported by Savage (2010) who states, 

“A cross-curricular approach to teaching is characterised by sensitivity towards, and a synthesis of, knowledge, skills and understandings from various subject areas. These inform an enriched pedagogy that promotes an approach to learning which embraces and explores this wider sensitivity through various methods.”

The arguments for a more cross-curricula, or ‘holistic’ education have their roots in the constructivist view of learning theory. One of the key aspects of this constructivist learning theory is that of the child learning through their own experiences, as well as learning through the use of social interaction, both of which are core elements of the cross-curriculum teaching approach. (Hayes, 2010). Constructivist theorists such as John Dewey and Jerome Bruner argue that “education should be based on real-life situations including interaction with others” (Pound, 2014, p. 27) and that “the child is an active learner and problem-solver, struggling to make sense of the world” (Pound, 2014, p. 64).

As has been shown the idea of teaching in a cross-curriculum way is nothing new in regard to educational terms. “Cross-curricular planning and teaching has enjoyed long-standing popularity among primary teachers” (Grigg, 2015, p.267). However, this popularity of the uses of cross-curriculum teaching among teachers can often be heavily influenced by the educational policies of whoever may be the current ruling political party, (Grigg, 2015, p.268) this is exemplified by the Conservative and Liberal Democrat coalition government of 2010 calling for a more subject based curriculum instead of the ‘woolly, cross-curricular skills’ of their Labour predecessors (Paton, 2013).

As with the rest of the United Kingdom, cross-curriculum learning has been a core aspect of teaching and learning within Wales for a number of years. In September 2010 the Welsh Assembly Government fully introduced a new statutory curriculum for all children aged between three and seven years old within Wales. This new curriculum was to be known as the Foundation Phase. With the introduction of the Foundation Phase Framework the Welsh Assembly Government publicly stated that children learn best through their own first-hand experiences (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015b), which as discussed earlier is a key component of the constructivist learning theory. With this introduction of the Foundation Phase Framework, the Welsh assembly Government adopted an areas of learning based curriculum rather than the more traditional subjects based curriculum seen in that of Key Stage 2 and on, as well as those seen in curriculum of the past. The Welsh Assembly Government states that these areas of learning ‘must complement each other and work together to provide a cross-curricular approach to form a practical relevant curriculum. They should not be approached in isolation’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015b). this implementation of a more cross-curriculum based learning for children aged between three and seven years old in Wales has led to improvements in pupil’s literacy and numeracy, as well as seeing those pupils who began their education in the Foundation Phase, being more likely to attain a Level 4 or above in their Key Stage 2 English (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015a).

The successful implementation of the Foundation Phase, as well as the use of Areas of Learning, led the Welsh Assembly Government to conduct a far reaching report into the educational system found within Wales. The report, entitled Successful Futures and authored by Professor Graham Donaldson further supports the view of the Welsh Assembly Government that one of the best things about the educational system in Wales is that of the Foundation Phase (Donaldson, 2015). The Successful Futures report further goes onto state that the curriculum as it is currently is “defined largely in terms of discrete subjects…” which “…can become directly translated into a timetable within which cross-curricular learning can be marginalised” (Donaldson, 2015). As a result of the Successful Futures report the Welsh Assembly Government have agreed to adopt the findings put forward by Professor Graham Donaldson. This has resulted in the Welsh Assembly Government creating a new curriculum for all pupils in Wales, based along an Areas of Learning and more holistic approach, already found in the Foundation Phase. This new curriculum is due to be rolled out to both primary and secondary schools within Wales in 2022.

The use of cross-curriculum teaching within the curriculum is not new in Wales. In response to the 2010 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tests, the Welsh Assembly Government were concerned that pupils in Wales were falling behind their contemporaries around the world (Newtown Primary School, date unknown). This concern resulted in the Welsh Assembly Government introducing the Literacy and Numeracy Framework, which was to become a statutory requirement in 2013. The Literacy and Numeracy Framework was introduced “to help bring about coherent approaches to developing literacy and numeracy across the curriculum” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2013). The Welsh Assembly Government stated with its introduction of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework that “literacy and numeracy skills are absolutely essential in order for young people to reach their potential” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2013). This belief in literacy and numeracy being essential for young people is supported by the Irish Department of Education and Skills who stated, “literacy and numeracy are among the most important life skills that our schools teach” (Department of Education and Skills, 2011). It is also stated that “literacy and numeracy skills are crucial to a person’s ability to develop fully as an individual…” (Department of Education and Skills, 2011). 

Literacy and numeracy have always been seen as core foundations of the National Curriculum in Wales. However how each has been taught has not always looked the same throughout the years. “In the 1990s teachers were advised to teach technical and specialist vocabulary” (Grigg, 2015, p. 170). Within the Literacy and Numeracy Framework both literacy and numeracy have been broken down into a number of areas, known as Strands. These Strands are then in turn broken down into elements and then finally aspects. The strands that make up the literacy aspect of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework are oracy across the curriculum, reading across the curriculum and writing across the curriculum. The strands that make up the numeracy side of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework are developing numerical reasoning, using number skills, using measuring skills and using data skills.

The Welsh Assembly Government defines literacy “as the use of language skills in daily activities at school, at home, at work, and in the community” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015b). “Literacy describes a set of skills, including speaking, listening, reading and writing, which enable us to make sense of the world around us” (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015b). The need for literacy as a cross curriculum responsibility is of vital importance to the development of a child’s education, as well as their ability to fully function within the world of work. “Lacking vital literacy skills holds a person back at every stage of their life. As a child they won't be able to succeed at school, as a young adult they will be locked out of the job market” (National Literacy Trust, date unknown). This effect of literacy in later life is supported by Didau (2014) who states that one in six people living in the United Kingdom struggle with their literacy and that one in sixteen adults can not identify a concert venue on a musical band’s poster despite all the relevant information being present. 

Alongside literacy both children and adults throughout the United Kingdom use numeracy throughout their daily lives.

“We use maths in every aspect of our lives at work and in practical everyday activities at home and beyond. We use maths when we go shopping or plan a holiday, decide on a mortgage or decorate a room. Good numeracy is essential to us as parents helping our children learn, as patients understanding health information, as citizens making sense of statistics and economic news. Decisions in life are so often based on numerical information: to make the best choices, we need to be numerate.” (National Numeracy, date unknown)

As discussed previously, the Welsh Assembly Governments adoption of Professor Graham Donaldson’s Successful Futures report will introduce a new national curriculum to Wales in 2022. One of the of the key aspects of the recommendations put forward by Professor Donaldson in Successful Futures is that as a replacement of the current Literacy and Numeracy Framework, there be an adoption of three cross curricular responsibilities. These three cross curricular responsibilities will be Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Competence. Both Professor Donaldson and the ICT Steering Group (Arthur et al., 2013) suggest that “digital competence is increasingly fundamental to learning and life and that it should have similar status within the curriculum to that of literacy and numeracy” (Donaldson, 2015).  To understand the importance of digital competence in todays society it is important to understand what is meant by the term digital competence, which is often described elsewhere as digitally literate. 

“Digital literacy is an important entitlement for all young people in an increasingly digital culture. It furnishes children and young people with the skills, knowledge and understanding that will help them to take a full and active part in social, cultural, economic, civic and intellectual life now and in the future. To be digitally literate is to have access to a broad range of practices and cultural resources that you are able to apply to digital tools. It is the ability to make and share meaning in different modes and formats; to create, collaborate and communicate effectively and to understand how and when digital technologies can best be used to support these processes.” (FutureLab, 2010). 

Children today are living in an increasingly digital world, “Over the past decade digital technologies have become embedded in popular culture…Websites such as YouTube and Wikipedia are the first port of call for many people seeking information about a chosen area of interest.” (FutureLab, 2010). As such pupils will require a deeper understanding as well as a deeper knowledge of both hardware and software that previous generations did not. This will especially be the case when those children who are currently in education enter the world of work, “The ability to use digital technology skills creatively is an increasingly common feature of the modern workplace” (Donaldson, 2015). JISC (2014) argue that there are seven elements of digital literacy. These seven elements are media literacy, information literacy, communications and collaboration, digital scholarship, career and identity management, learning skills and finally ICT literacy. 

Currently the use of digital competence as a cross curricular aspect of the current National Curriculum is highly dependant on a number of various factors. One key factor affecting this is the cost and availability of hardware. In the writer’s experiences of Professional Teaching Practice in both Year 1 and Year 2 pupils’ ability to access hardware, which could be used to further their digital literacy is highly dependent on the availability of said products within the school. Products such as I pads and laptops can often be expensive with the amount of ICT within a school being highly dependent on the school’s budget. Qualifications Wales (2018) states that the level of funding for ICT within school budgets often equates to a few hundred pounds, and as such is only adequate to purchase basic hardware. Another aspect which affects the use of digital competence as a cross curricular aspect of the current National Curriculum is the subject knowledge of the teacher themselves. Pupils often have a far greater benefit to their learning when their teachers own subject knowledge is sound. “Teacher subject knowledge exerts a statistically and quantitatively significant impact on student’s achievement” (Metzler and Woessmann, 2010).

As we have seen throughout this essay the teaching of literacy and numeracy as cross curricular responsibilities is deeply ingrained within the Welsh curriculum. However, with the growing importance and access to technological products becoming more of a daily occurrence, the introduction of digital competence as a third cross curriculum responsibility, has not yet had opportunity to become part of everyday teaching in Wales. This in turn means that the effects of digital competence throughout the curriculum has yet to be fully seen. 

When used correctly cross-curricular teaching can result in benefits to students of all attainment levels as well as in different ways (National Teachers Research Panel, 2010). Good cross-curricular teaching will also allow pupils to make connections with what they are learning to their real life experiences.  “Knowing how something is put together is worth a thousand facts about it. It permits you to go beyond it.”  (Bruner, 1984, p. 183.)  

However, it is important to remember that the teaching of the three cross curricular responsibilities should not be done just for the sake of teaching in a cross curricular way. This form of tokenistic cross curricular teaching does not allow for any meaningful and genuine connections to be made and as a result only benefits the pupils learning in a single area (Barnes, 2015).     

From the writers own experience, effective cross curricular teaching and the use of the three cross curricular responsibilities requires the engagement of all stakeholders within the school. If there is no buy-in from senior management, it can not always be expected for individual class teachers to show an enthusiasm to its use. A further influence on the successful use of literacy, numeracy and digital competence is the subject knowledge of the class teacher, if the teachers own knowledge is less than sound then it can not be fully expected that their pupils will gain the full benefits of the use of the three cross curricular responsibilities. A final influence on their use, especially in the case of digital competence is the availability of resources, as well as funds. It is often difficult for teachers to teach their pupils how to be digitally competent when they are unable to provide practical examples of how to be so.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
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