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Critical literacy is central to the study of English language and literature. Students actively
analyse text, considering the writer’s intention and its impact on the reader.

Critical literacy link to GCSE assessment objectives

English Language AO2: Explain, comment on and analyse how writers use language and
structure to achieve effects and influence readers, using relevant subject terminology to
support their views.

Case study — Year 10 English Language lessons at The King Alfred School,

Somerset

As part of their study for GCSE English Language paper 2, two Year 10 classes at The King
Alfred School participated in three one-hour lessons which aimed to prepare them for
guestion 4 of the exam and equip them to spot fake news.

Students were mainly enthusiastic about the concept of studying fake news as many had
heard the term and were able to reference experience outside of school. However, they
struggled to define the term; many thought it was an Americanism not relevant to the UK, a
false phenomenon, or synonymous with biased news reporting. It also became clear that
students’ understanding of mainstream media was severely lacking. Students were unable
to define purposes of a range of publications, meaning that it was necessary to build in
teaching of broadsheet vs. tabloid newspaper formats and key vocabulary such as ‘bias’ and
‘satire’.

Students understood the value of their learning, not only for their GCSEs but more broadly:

“I have learnt about biased papers and the difference between tabloid
and broadsheet [...] | think it is important to learn so you’re not fooled
later in life.”

“we learnt a skill we can use for life it's not only relevant for your
GCSEs.”
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It was clear that students had limited exposure to published news and they therefore
struggled to suggest identifying factors of fake news. As a result, we started by looking at an
example of a phishing email to identify features that made it untrustworthy. We were then
able to introduce more sophisticated news examples to build students’ critical literacy skills,
allowing for more explicit parallels to the GCSE AOs.

One of the benefits of this piece of work was in highlighting where the skills necessary for
analysing language in GCSE exams are relevant beyond the school gates. This meant that
students became more invested in their learning:

“I think it's important to learn about fake news because it is useful to
know for my life [...] it's changed my attitude as it makes you think
about what you're reading.”

In addition the topic changed students’ attitudes to language analysis, from considering it
pointless to understanding its purpose, improving their confidence when answering. This
was clear from the students’ analysis which was more precise than in previous lessons and
increased confidence levels demonstrated by students who would not ordinarily engage in
group discussions but did contribute to an example paragraph created by the class.

Ultimately, students were confidently able to define fake news, identify it and were keen to
continue their study:

“I learnt how to spot it [fake news].”
‘I now understand the techniques used to form fake news.”

“Please can we have even harder articles to find fake news
techniques.”
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Contributed by Elizabeth Harvey, English Teacher at The King Alfred School - Part of the
Priory Learning Trust
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English example lesson plan
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