Giving Our Children the Best Start
Opinion Piece: Literacy – Mr Peter Crompton, Principal – Ficino School

Our ability to read and write is uniquely human. To perform these well opens up an abundance of opportunities, as we move from childhood into adult life.

Unfortunately, not everyone reaches his or her full potential in reading and writing, as the educational statistics frequently highlight. There may be a myriad of reasons as to why this is so.

Creating an environment which is most conducive to learning is critical in our children’s future success. Giving them the gift of, and love of, learning, is invaluable. 

Teaching children to read and write is not a haphazard enterprise, it doesn’t just happen. Providing them with the right building blocks for their literacy to grow is essential. 

At Ficino School we literally take language back to basics, giving learners a head start for later learning. It is my view, that through the teaching of Sanskrit, the source language of: Latin, Greek, German, French and of course English, we give our children access to the very essence of language: An insider’s guide to the workings of language. Ficino offers a unique curriculum in that we are the only mainstream school in New Zealand currently teaching Sanskrit. 
Sanskrit with its almost perfect grammatical system, with just a few exceptions, for which there are easy to understand rules, provides children with a roadmap for understanding English. We can all agree that English is definitely not the easiest of languages to get to grips with. To learn English grammar is extremely useful. It helps pupils write and read with increased precision and clarity. Certainly, this is something of use to students when they progress to secondary and tertiary study.

Sanskrit not only gives young learners a clear understanding of the structure of language, it also heightens their awareness of the process of speech, creating a greater understanding of and ability to, enunciate words clearly.

Taking things ‘back to basics’, is not a new approach for Ficino and it works.  It is a practice we’ve followed since the school was founded in 1997, and is based on the curriculum developed by our sister school, the St James School in London.

It is interesting that the teaching of phonics has returned to our junior classrooms across the country. Phonics has always been a key component of our reading programme. It is interesting how many things in life, including educational theory and practice often come full circle.  
Education practice should be driven by what works in our classrooms, what helps children learn and enjoy learning. We should resist at all costs the notion that because its been done that way for awhile it needs to be thrown out and replaced with something new and shiny. 
I am very proud of the success we’ve had with our own reading scheme. It is based on teaching phonics and spelling rules for students aged 5-8 years. Students learn to read using books from the St James Reading Scheme. We’ve seen first hand the value of teaching Sanskrit, coupled with the use of the St James Reading Scheme in their first 2-3 years has had on accelerating a child’s reading ability. By age 8, many of our students are reading between 2-4 years above their chronological age, demonstrating significant added value. 
Of course learning to read is only the first step. What pupils read is also critically important. As part of our literacy programme, we place a strong emphasis on the provision of good material. Among other things the children are introduced to stories from various traditions: myths, legends and epics. Part of the process is encouraging the children to read for pleasure, but also for meaning.  As they grow in capacity, pupils are encouraged to penetrate more deeply into the texts they read, asking questions and giving observations about what they understand.

We also place a strong emphasis on the works of Shakespeare throughout the school. Every second year our year 7 and 8 students learn and perform one of Shakespeare’s plays. Studying Shakespeare’s works and memorising his words, from an early age gives children access to the preeminent genius of English literature. They come in contact with a truly remarkable vocabulary. Shakespeare coined a significant number of words in common usage today. Any student who takes on Shakespeare will emerge with a substantial increase in their vocabulary. 
Similarly, through staging productions the pupils become immersed in the themes and ideas in Shakespeare’s work. This becomes part of their ‘capital’ as it were. It builds and stretches the students’ intelligence. Once again, testing of year 7 and 8 students indicate the majority operate at two to three years above their year level.
As part of their overall education, our senior students embark upon a three week tour of Renaissance Europe each year. We believe this provides them with a deep appreciation of culture at its finest, but more importantly an understanding of the capability of a human being.
It is important that in an increasingly competitive and complex world we give our children all the skills and experiences they need to realise their unique and unlimited potential. Giving them the code they need to decode language in all its forms, opens up life and all its opportunities to our next generation of leaders. 
