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This free guidance is a combination of resources from The Suffolk Outreach team and the 

learning outcomes taken from the Department of Education guidance for “Subject content 

functional skills: English”. The advice and activities suggested in this document have been 

matched to the English Functional skills, Entry level 1, 2 and 3.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-subject-content-english  

This guidance is designed to support staff who have identified students whose level of need 

requires that their “curriculum is designed to be ambitious and to meet their needs”*. This is a 

practical guide to literacy that could be used across the whole curriculum for those students 

with “high levels of SEND”*. This resource has been written to assist with curriculum planning 

across all secondary subject areas and by all secondary teachers. It could also be used by 

teaching assistants as part a small group intervention. 

This scheme in no way attempts to be comprehensive but aims to offer some ideas of the different areas of literacy 

development. There are a small range of possible teaching activities to promote the development of these skills which can 

be used as starting points. It is intended that you use it as a springboard for ideas to adapt in your own settings and 

subjects. We have included an appendix of suggested resources and web links to support the development of your own 

resources. 

*P.9 Education inspection framework, Ofsted, May 2019 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-subject-content-english
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Below is an outline of the linear development of literacy skills matched to the equivalent qualification or 

national level. 

 

The government’s 2011 Skills for Life survey defines literacy across five levels: 

 Entry Level 1 is equivalent to literacy levels at age 5-7. Adults below Entry Level 1 may not be able to write short 

messages to family member or read a road sign. 

 Entry Level 2 is equivalent to literacy levels at age 7-9. Adults with below Entry Level 2 may not be able to describe a 

child’s symptoms to a doctor or read a label on a medicine bottle. 

 Entry Level 3 is equivalent to literacy levels at age 9-11. Adults with skills below Entry Level 3 may not be able to 

understand labels on pre-packaged food or understand household bills. 

 Level 1 is equivalent to GCSE grades D-G (3-1). Adults with skills below Level 1 may not be able to read bus or train 

timetables or understand their pay slip. 

 Level 2 is equivalent to GCSE grades A*-C (9-4). Adults with skills below Level 2 may not have the skills to spot fake 

news or bias in the media. 

Taken from The National Literacy Trust website. 

https://literacytrust.org.uk/parents-and-families/adult-literacy/what-do-adult-literacy-levels-mean/ 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2011-skills-for-life-survey
https://literacytrust.org.uk/parents-and-families/adult-literacy/what-do-adult-literacy-levels-mean/
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General advice and ideas for supporting literacy for pupils functioning at below age 

expectation 

 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

POSSIBLE TEACHING ACTIVITIES 

Learning grammar in the relevant order e.g. learn ‘ball’ 
before ‘throw’. 

Using and understanding figurative language. 

 

Ensuring pupils have help to overcome theory of mind 
issues. What does someone mean when they say 
something? 

Teaching language to ensure an understanding of meaning. 

 

 

Acknowledge that SEND students have difficulty when 
words have multiple meanings. 

Support students when they have to deal with ‘implication’, 
‘vagueness’, ‘irony/sarcasm’. 

 

Overcoming sensory difficulties. 

 

 

 

 

Pre-teach vocabulary, not just around new nouns in a subject but also the linked verbs. 
 
When there is an emphasis on figurative language, use a visual (draw the meaning) or 
kinaesthetic (act out the meaning) approach to help understanding. 
 
An adult should help a student to explore statements, questions or comments so that 
they can decide what the speaking person wishes to convey, and do not presume 
automatic comprehension.  
 
Plan to develop understanding of the meaning of words that SEND pupils come across 
in everyday life e.g. ‘online safety’, ‘danger’, budgeting’, ‘saving’; use real life situations 
and discussions to support understanding. 
 
When words have multiple meanings use clear explanations, use either/or, draw or 
select pictures to help. 
 
When speech includes these things, identify them for the student and explain that it 
makes it hard to understand then help them to work out the real meaning and check it 
with the speaker. 
 
Ask the student where they will be most comfortable sitting in the classroom. The 
environment and fellow students can be overstimulating for the SEND students’ senses 
and so getting the seating position right can make all the difference. Avoid changing 
seating plans without consulting them first - change can cause huge anxiety.  
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Processing verbal information effectively. 

 

 

 

 

 

Telling the difference between fact and fiction 

 

Focus on the functional use of reading and encourage 
practical learning in different settings e.g. reading signs in 
the environment. 

 

Understand the different ways that student with send might 
learn to read. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Give lots of opportunities to access text and writing in 
environments that have minimal pressure. 

Use visuals and structured tasks, incorporating the student’s own interests wherever 
possible.  Verbal information is fleeting and the person has to remember it whilst 
working out what they should do with it. Some SEND students cannot follow the fast 
pace of verbal information so backing it up with a written account, list or picture can 
help enormously. Other SEND/ASD students have excellent verbal memories but may 
find it difficult to apply that information to another situation, and may need support to do 
this.  
 
The difference between fact and fiction will require explanation. Inferences will not be 
drawn and abstract concepts may not be understood. SEND students will take 
meaning from what the words say and not from what the speaker means. 
 
Use practical activities that involve reading words in different contexts. This could 
include a list of resources to be collected from labelled trays 
 
 
Students with Autism will often learn language in “gestalt” style. They will learn whole 
phases or sentences without understanding the meaning of the individual words. These 
students need a higher level of pre teaching and scaffolding to support their 
understanding of texts 
Here is a useful model for understand the reading comprehension of ASD students. 
Text bound – understands and can decode text but has poor social and contextual 
understanding. Needs to be pre-taught key concepts and have word or picture 
prompts. 
Strategic – Good understanding of text and has some social and contextual 
knowledge. Needs prompts and reminders to stay on topic. 
Imaginative – Highly subjective social and contextual model without regard for the 
text. Needs to be directed back to the text. Needs rules about not including specialist 
subjects. Needs visuals to remind them of text subject. 
 
Encourage students’ enjoyment of reading. Make reading relevant and motivating. 
Comprehension is important but remember that a student who might not be fluent in 
expressing their comprehension might be gaining more than you think. 
 
Give students time when attempting to read a text. Give them time to process what 
they have read and to formulate their response.  
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Working towards Entry Level 1 - equivalent to literacy levels at age 5-7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AREA LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

POSSIBLE TEACHING ACTIVITIES 

 
Reading 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Read correctly words designated for Entry Level 1  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-
subject-content-english  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Read simple sentences containing one clause. 
 
 
 

Offer a wider range of texts including online and print media. 
Focus on both reading for pleasure and for function. Practise 
reading functional language in the environment e.g. signs, 
posters and labels. 
 
Support students to remember whole words and how to decode 
them. This can be done by using games and activities that 
involve matching whole words to words or words to pictures. Use 
verbal or visual prompts that remind students to decode words 
using phonic strategies. Have key word or spelling books to 
record difficult to remember words. Have a visual prompt to 
support understanding. 
 
 
Use the “colourful semantics” model to help decoded text and 
support in identifying key information. 
 

A student at this level would typically: be able to read 

simple texts that inform, describe and narrate. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-subject-content-english
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-subject-content-english
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Understand a short piece of text on a simple 
subject. 
 
 

Use specialist subjects as a motivator for reading but also 
highlight the functional use of reading e.g. instructions for a 
game or recipe.  
 
Use highlighters to focus student on key words in a text. 
 
It is also important at this stage to embed understanding of the 
meaning of words and their ability to change according to their 
contextual use e.g. foot of the bed or draw the curtains. Use 
activities that involve matching words to referent object or 
picture.  
 
Use drama and role play to support contextual and social 
understanding. Also don’t assume that a student understands 
the meaning of a word, check their knowledge regularly over 
time and in different contexts.  
 
Use technology to support reading and comprehension. Use 
reader pens or the read back function in Clicker. 
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Working towards Entry level 2 – equivalent to literacy levels at age 7-9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AREA LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

POSSIBLE TEACHING ACTIVITIES 

Reading Read correctly words designated for Entry Level 2 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-
subject-content-english  

 

Understand the main points in texts. 

Understand organisational markers in short, 
straightforward texts. 

 

Use effective strategies to find the meaning of 
words and check their spelling (e.g. a simple 
dictionary, spell-checker) 

 
Use symbols and pictures to support understanding of key 
information in a text. 
 
 
Here are some examples of organisational markers, 
add ideas (and, also) 
contrast ideas (but, however, while), 
create a sequence or chronology (next, then, finally) 
Create sentence structure mats or frames that support the use 
and understanding of these connective words. 
 
Use the “synonyms” function in word to check meaning and 
support spelling. This can be accessed when you double click on 
a word. 
 

A student at this level would typically: be able to read 

short, straightforward texts that instruct, inform, describe 

and narrate.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-subject-content-english
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-subject-content-english


 SENDAT Outreach 2020 

 

Read and understand sentences with more than 
one clause. 

 

Use illustrations, images and captions to locate 
information. 

Support student to begin to apply their understanding of the 
meaning and context of words. Use a wide range to texts from 
different sources and in different formats. This will help to test 
the students understanding but also their flexibility of thought 
around the meaning of words in different contexts. 
 
You can begin to introduce higher level analysis skills by 
supporting the learner to locate and label or explain key words or 
phrases in a text.  
 
It is important to focus on teaching meaning and ensuring 
understanding. For example it is no use having an easy read 
document if student does not have sufficient social and 
contextual understanding on that subject e.g. an easy read 
document on how to pay your TV licence. The student can read 
document but does not understand the different methods of 
payment such as direct debit or prepayment. Also does not 
understand what a T.V. licence is.  
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Working towards Entry Level 3 – equivalent to literacy levels at age 9-11 

 

AREA LEARNING OBJECTIVES 
 

POSSIBLE TEACHING ACTIVITIES 

 
Reading 

 
 
 

 
 

Read correctly words designated for Entry Level 3 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-
subject-content-english  

 
 
Identify, understand and extract the main points 
and ideas in and from texts. 
 
 
Identify different purposes of straightforward texts. 
 
 
 
 

Support student to remain focused on text. This can be done 
with a ruler under the line that is being read or with an overlay 
that blocks out the surrounding text. These are often called 
visual trackers or reading windows. 
 
Support learner to begin to evaluate a range of texts. Use 
prompt questions or emotion symbols to help learners to give 
opinion. Use drama and role play to support understanding 
inference. 
 
Support the learner to create their own narrative texts– They can 
retell a story using different formats e.g. a newspaper front cover 
or in pictures. Introduce flexibility with activities that allow 
students to substitute character or location in a story. 
 

A student at this level would typically: be able to read 

straightforward texts that instruct, describe, narrate 

and explain.  

Read and understand the use and effect of everyday 

words. Understand their meaning in different 

contexts.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-subject-content-english
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/functional-skills-subject-content-english
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Use effective strategies to find the meaning of 
words (e.g. a dictionary, working out meaning 
from context; using knowledge of different word 
types) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Understand organizational features and use them 
to locate relevant information (e.g. contents, 
index, menus, tabs and links) 

Use real examples for functional reading tasks e.g. a letter from 
the Doctor, an application form or leaflet for a training course.  
 
 
When assessing comprehension do not rely on verbal questions. 
Also ways support verbal questions with written instructions or 
visuals. 
Give students “Take up time”. A student with SEND will need 
more time to process the text they have read and then time to 
formulate their answer. 
A student might not want to say their answer to a question but 
are happy to point to or circle answer from a selection provided. 
 
Students with autism may need support to understand time and 
predicating or following events in a narrative. They can 
sometimes find it hard to filter the key point from the added 
detail. 
 
Mind maps or flow charts that map key events or characters in a 
story can help to support understanding. These can be created 
while the student reads. In some cases they are useful as a way 
of pre-teaching before the student attempts to read the text 
themselves.  
 
Use the RIC reader model to support questioning and 
comprehension skills. This model uses three question of 
increasing challenge. RIC stands for Retrieve, Interpret and 
Choice. 
 
Supplement independent reading with audio books or use 
subtitles favourites TV shows, films or YouTube clips to 
encourage reading.  

 

 

 


