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SALT - Festival by the Sea – Portlethen Schools Network, Aberdeenshire
Our initial aim was to find innovative ways to engage readers by making accessible to all our pupils the magical world of books. Staff used different methods to do this individually, but we felt if we concentrated all our efforts as a school, the impact and effect would be greater, creating more of a ‘buzz’.
Very quickly, following discussion with colleagues from other network schools, we realised that all 4 primaries were keen to be involved. We formed a committee, with representatives from each, meeting on a monthly basis to plan and organise a network-wide reading festival. Our first meeting was in September 2007 and at this point, recognising the project’s potential, we invited representatives from the Childcare Partnership, the Library Service and the local arts development officer to come onboard.

Once we began to discuss the format the festival would take and how it would be implemented in each establishment, there was no shortage of ideas! Things developed quickly as we saw the value of encompassing other areas of the arts in delivering the message that books and literacy were fun and exciting. The teachers on the committee asked pupils to identify authors they would like to meet. Classes wrote letters, inviting authors to participate. This created excitement and a sense of ‘ownership’ early on. The committee extended the scope of the event by seeking out theatre/puppet productions based on stories/books.
A major challenge was raising sufficient finance to ensure high quality provision and there were logistical issues in terms of ensuring equity of provision for all schools/stages.
We applied for funding from a range of sources and were fortunately awarded support from the Scottish Book Trust. Our childcare partnership rep involved the local pre-school providers and we ensured that there were events tailored to early years. At this stage it was agreed that the best way forward was to gain support from the whole community. Our planning meetings began to focus on ensuring that there were opportunities for community involvement. The initiative was snowballing into a very exciting, major event!

Just before summer 2008, P7 pupils were challenged to come up with a name for our festival and ‘SALT – festival by the sea’ was born. SALT derived from Song, Art, Theatre & Literature and a reference to our coastal location. 

There were so many fantastic aspects of SALT 2008, it is impossible to detail them all. Each school held focus weeks from Aug-Oct 2008, including Scots, poetry, play-scripts and non-fiction. We had fantastic author sessions, Scots workshops, community puppet shows & theatre productions attended by families. Classes had a focus author, whose work they concentrated on for the term. As staff & pupils began to work in the context of the festival, ideas and imaginations were rife. Countless opportunities for cross-curricular working and shared learning experiences arose. These included:

· a class working with Julia Donaldson to adapt one of her books as a play which they then performed to pre-school children from across the network

· pupils coming up with lyrics in scots for their own Bothy Ballad

· secondary pupils running a ‘make-up’ workshop for P7’s based on ‘Robe of Skulls’ 

· classes using focus novels to investigate the geography/history of the setting

· families taking part in a literary treasure hunt 

· inter-class book quiz

· a pre-school nursery rhyme/fairy tale character tea party

to highlight but a handful of the activities taking place.

All pupils were totally engaged by the wealth of experiences and learning opportunities provided by SALT. They continued to enthuse about books and stories beyond the festival. The benefits are ongoing as in one school senior pupils decided to write and perform their own pantomime for fellow pupils having seen others perform during SALT. In another school, pupils decided to write and produce their own books and held a book awards event where younger pupils decide on the winners. The impact of SALT was quite clearly far reaching and the tangible change in attitude towards reading in some of our youngsters and the enjoyment of all was reward enough for the effort it had taken. However, perhaps the icing on the cake was to have this achievement recognised nationally when we were chosen to receive the Standard Life Best Practice Award for Creative Literacy with Children at the Scottish Book Trust Creative Sparks Conference. 
 We sought feedback from parents and staff who described how much more motivated pupils were and how much the children had enjoyed the festival. Several stated it was the first time their child had ‘read a whole novel’ or wanted to ‘buy books with pocket-money instead of games/sweets’. Perhaps the best gauge was to speak to the children themselves who ‘loved it!’ So much so, that the committee began almost immediately planning SALT 2009!
Taking on board feedback, we kept the elements of the festival which had been successful and adapted ideas where suggested. Some of our younger classes looked at books on a theme rather than by one particular author. We looked at ways to include non-fiction to a larger extent. We organised more in the way of the arts to link in with books, stories and the written word. We invited reps from community learning and the community council to join our committee so that they could develop the wider aspects of the SALT festival in tandem with us and with 2009 being the year of the Homecoming we tried to give SALT a decidedly Scottish focus.
New events and activities during SALT 2009 included 
· Gill Arbuthnott visiting classes to talk about her work as well as being involved in our launch event

· the creation of our website by secondary pupils who will populate and maintain it for us

· Allan Burnett hosting a session on writing historical facts in an interesting way so that the reference books produced are appealing and fun to read

· Matthew Fitt working with classes to bring Scots alive in the classroom as well as running a CPD event for staff to support them in taking this forward themselves

· Local storyteller/singer Grace Banks bringing some traditional songs and stories alive with the help of puppets

· a visit to our nursery and P1 pupils from Hamish McHaggis and his creator Linda Strachan

· an arts competition open to the whole community

· building links with the local heritage group who have set up a display and heritage corner in the library

· pupils working with a local businesswoman to create their own treasure trail of the area, using the information found in the local history books etc

· pupils taking part in the Royal Mail Book Awards voting

· Kidglove Puppets bringing traditional fairytales alive in Doric

· Hopscotch Theatre’s production of ‘The Life of Burns’

· classes working with a storyteller/musician to produce their own song based on the local environment

· a finale event celebrating the work that had gone on during the festival

This initiative is very much in line with the principles of CfE - personalisation for the pupils, cross-curricular opportunities galore and a breadth of shared working within schools and across sectors and the community as a whole. In this respect, we have not only achieved our initial aims but exceeded them, pre-empting developments in light of CfE.
Our initial aim from back in 2007 to engage readers was very successfully met. Even we were surprised at how effective it was in motivating even our most reluctant readers. The project has also provided opportunities for pupils to engage with many of the new outcomes under Curriculum for Excellence. 
These have included, for example:

· Listening & Talking – exploring and talking about texts, characters and relationships, offering opinions and explanations, summarising main points, explaining why I like an author’s work.

· Reading & Writing – discuss the style and whether it is suitable for the genre, communicate my ideas on structure & setting, select vocabulary and style in a way which engages the reader.

But there have also been opportunities for enterprise in staging performances for others or writing a school newspaper (as a direct result of our sessions with Cathy Cassidy). There have been learning outcomes in IT – learning to use publisher to create the newspapers or programmes for our productions, using e-mail as a way of communicating with the authors through their websites, using the internet to get quotes for producing the banners for our SALT festival etc.
The learning experiences have also provided opportunities to fulfil many of the aspects of each of the four capacities and develop critical skills.
The cross-curricular approach has helped to stimulate the children’s imaginations and enthusiasm. It has meant that they see books and stories as a door into another world where magic can happen, which was our goal. SALT has had enough flexibility within its structure to allow staff and pupils to choose which direction the learning has gone in -depending on their own interests. The opportunity to meet published authors has had a huge motivational impact, not only on their desire to read, but also to write and we have seen an increase in enthusiasm for both within our schools across all stages and levels of ability. 
Our aim was to particularly engage reluctant readers and by providing a range of opportunities, including, for example, some of our Support for Learning pupils from upper stages reading the nominated books for the Royal Mail Book Awards to our younger pupils, we have been successful in this respect. There have been many different approaches taken by individual staff and having this freedom has sparked enthusiasm from them too. This coupled with the provision of CPD opportunities as part of the festival for both primary & pre-school staff has meant that the adults involved have been just as motivated by SALT as the children.
SALT is a network-wide self-generated initiative, put together initially by a team of enthusiastic and committed individuals and then successfully rolled out across all sectors. The fact we started off with a school based goal and then allowed the project to grow, providing the opportunity to work with our pre-school and secondary colleagues, as well as the library service and the authority arts co-ordinator as well as the wider community, shows how big and exciting an undertaking it was. Being able to provide joint CPD sessions with our colleagues from all sectors was worthwhile and enjoyable. SALT is a fantastic example of what can be achieved with good practice in partnership working.

Bringing SALT to the attention of the local community and aiming to get involvement from all is what makes this a particularly innovative project. We achieved this in several ways:
· The arrival of the Bibleworld Bus brought close partnership working with the church and its youth organizations. 

· A local youth drama group put together a performance based on a shortlisted book for pupils to attend.

· An author event which brought criminal fiction author, Stuart MacBride to the area where he spoke to children about writing and how to get ideas before holding an adults session attended by over sixty people. Many of these individuals had no direct links to our schools or nurseries.
· A mother/daughter author event with Carmen Reid, based in the library.

· Author Laura Marney hosting an adults ‘meet the author’ night in a local community centre.
· A historical walking tour based on a book on local history.

· In conjunction with the local community development group we promoted an art competition on the theme ‘Where I Feel at Home’ which we linked to work done on Andy Hall’s photography books. 

· Evening and weekend events and productions which appealed to different sectors of the community. 

· Inviting the participation of local businesses through sponsorship opportunities and by asking them to nominate reading champions to come into schools. This also helped us to develop links which met ‘Determined to Succeed’ enterprise goals.
· our website www.saltfestival.co.uk went a long way to achieving our goal to publicise the events to the wider community.

Once again SALT 2009 was a huge success. Most importantly of all it proved that the project was sustainable. Watch this space for SALT 2010!
