
Auditing the communicating 
classroom:

Participating with schools to change practice

James Law and Maria Cockerill 



A few points..

• What is the premise?
• What is the activity?
• How do you set it up?
• Who benefits?
• Is it meaningful from the schools perspective?



Percentage of pupils achieving a good level of development (GLD) 2013 – 2016



Northeast and Tees Valley 
• Tees Valley children - Performance Data

2015: Just under half started formal schooling with a 
deficit in their skills

2016: Children lag behind peers in wider north east 
region and nationally (3.7% below national) 
Wide differences in performance across the 5 LAs      
(Middlesbrough 60% Darlington 70%)

2017: Disadvantaged children are significantly less likely 
to gain a good level of development than their peers. 



What the research tells us:
Poor language at 5: key factor in predicting poor life chances
A child with language difficulties at five years compared to a 
child with no language difficulties: 
• difficulties in literacy (four times as likely)
• mental health difficulties (three times as likely)
• prolonged period of unemployment (twice as likely)

Children living in areas of high disadvantage:     
40%-50% delayed language



EEF Northeast Primary 
Literacy Campaign 

Over 120 Tees Valley 
school engaged





The Communication Supporting 
Classroom Observational Tool (CSCoT)

Language learning environment
the physical environment and learning context
Language learning opportunities
the structured opportunities to support children’s 
language development
Language learning interactions
the ways in which adults in the setting talk with children



This study..

• Funded by a combination of the ESRC IAA initiative AND Tees 
Valley schools involved in the North East literacy campaign 
funded by the Education Endowment Foundation in 
conjunction with the Northern Rock Foundation

• Two authorities prioritised early years language and opted to 
work with us using the CSCOT as an audited starting point

• This study reports the results of this study including both the 
findings and the views of teaching staff about CSCOT.
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Number of observations completed per year group
Total observations=100

Reception Year 1 Year 2

Preliminary Results – CsCOT
Participation

Number of participating schools:-

Hartlepool:  16
Middlesbrough:  20



ü The CSCOT is simple to complete.

ü The CSCOT guidance is clear. 

ü The CSCOT helped inform practitioners of their practice 
and further development, with increased:

1. Program use (48%);
2. Confidence in programme procedures (38%); 
3. Confidence in discussing children with SLCN with SLTs 

(67%);
4. Practitioners also agreed that teachers and teaching staff 

require further training on oral language and 
communication skills and needs in their school (54%)

Staff feedback – Accessibility, 
Logistics and Utility



- Most of the proposed changes by the practitioners were LLE ones, 
and were mostly for Reception classes. 

- Examples included:
• Changing the displays to be more interactive and engaging in 

classrooms 
• Implementing more ‘communication friendly’ spaces around 

schools and in classes
- Most of the plans did not clarify how they were going to do this. 
- Biggest focus was to get children talking more to peers and adults.
- The changes would be made by changing the nature of some of 

the classroom tasks or play – but these were not explicitly 
detailed. 

Staff feedback – Proposed changes 
to teachers’ classrooms from CSCOT 
Environment and opportunities



Conclusions

• Clear messages about the expertise and confidence of teachers 
related to language development – especially in identification and 
management

• CSCOT appears to perform as well with teachers as with specialists 
– although there is a questions about years 1 and 2 relative to 
reception

• Interesting lower reporting of opportunities than national sample
• Interest in the CSCOT measure. In some cases people have already 

made progress with this using other procedures
• Although the tool is for audit staff wanted to know how to use it to 

change practice – ie as a starting point for intervention
• We are proposing to further develop this further over the next few 

months working towards a Knowledge Transfer Partnership (KTP) 
project



A few points..

• What is the premise? – identified need for better 
communication skills

• What is the activity? – teacher observations in class
• How do you set it up? – with head teachers “buy in” 

and agreement of teachers
• Who benefits? – teachers see themselves as 

beneficiaries, academic benefits (papers, more 
funding)

• Is it meaningful from the schools perspective? –
sometimes tricky trade off between affirming and 
changing practice


