
  

Nancy Martin
Pioneering educationalist whose research and initiatives transformed English teaching

Tony Burgess
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During her 30 years at the London University Institute of Education, Nancy Martin, who has died
aged 94, helped to transform English teaching in this country. She will be remembered not just for
the work she did, but also for her spirit and her capacity for adventure and delight.
As reader in education and head of English at the institute between 1970 and 1976, she did
important work for the schools council, directing the project Writing Across The Curriculum,
which built on earlier work concerning the development of writing abilities by her friend James
Britton (obituary, March 3 1994). She helped initiatives in many areas, including textbook
publishing, examination reform, the appreciation of the role of children's talk in learning, and
teacher education and research.

Nancy was born in Tiverton, Devon, the third of four daughters of a solicitor. In 1927, she went to
University College, Exeter (now Exeter University) to read English, moving on to Cambridge
University three years later to take a teaching diploma. After an initial post at the Merchant
Taylors' school for girls, Crosby, she moved in 1934 to the newly formed Harrow Weald school,
where the English staff included Britton, as department head, and later Harold Rosen, who
became another lifelong colleague.

Nancy got a lectureship at the Institute of Education in 1946, having worked there since 1944 as
an assistant lecturer. Building on the work of Percy Gurrey and Maura Gwynne, the institute's
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English department achieved an outstanding reputation. Britton joined as departmental head in
1954, and Nancy was a chief collaborator, along with Rosen, who was himself appointed in 1962.

This triumvirate pioneered new theoretical work in language and learning. As English in the
schools evolved into a single subject, and set aside the divisions between grammar schools and
secondary moderns, the focus on the role of language in learning formed a rationale. Their work
was internationally recognised by the Dartmouth conference of American and British educators in
1968, and informed the 1975 Bullock Report on English teaching, which recommended wider
dissemination of understanding about language and attention to language across the school
curriculum.

Through working with schools, they made the department a friendly place for teachers,
recognised for its commitment to educational values and for its distinctive voice. Nancy helped to
found the London Association for the Teaching of English in 1947, and the national association in
1964. In both, she convened working parties on many aspects of English teaching and built up the
work of their committees.

In the 1950s, she worked on comprehension and proposals to reform the O-level examination, as
well as chairing the long-running group Talk And Talkers, whose work culminated in the 1976
publication Understanding Children Talking. When the emergence of the schools council in 1964
finally opened the door to new ideas, the curriculum development that followed drew on
intellectual preparation in the 1950s, sponsored through subject associations and teacher
training.

Nancy's work was influenced by respect for teachers' understanding and by concern for building
up ideas. In her approach to writing in the 1970s, she set up local study groups and school
working parties, encouraging teachers' ownership of curriculum reforms and their development
of her proposals.

She broke new ground by involving teachers in considering the different functions of writing, in
subjects as diverse as science and history, and by opening up the theme of language across the
curriculum. This emphasis on teachers' judgment has fallen out of favour in recent years; the
focus has been more on managing and changing what teachers do, rather than engaging with their
thinking. Nancy thought ideas were essential to reform, with room for teachers to develop
understandings in their classroom work.

Nancy was a radical by temperament, and an English teacher by commitment. Teachers working
with her received - in equal measure - sustained interrogation and vigorous encouragement, and
most ended up as friends. Her lectures and training sessions were constructed as a learning
process, during which, in her lovely speaking voice, she rethought formulations at the point of
utterance, with her listeners thinking with her in a common search for meaning.

She placed high value on international collaboration, and in retirement continued to teach and
work overseas - in Calgary, Edmonton and Ontario; in New York and at the Bread Loaf school of
English, Vermont; and in Australia. She edited, with Martin Lightfoot, the collection of essays for
James Britton, The Word For Teaching Is Learning (1986), and her own collection of essays,
Mostly About Writing, was published in 1983.

She died in her garden, perhaps with just a single regret: this year was the first in which she had
not been able to return to Cornwall and her beloved Padstow.
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· Nancy Martin, educationalist, born March 30 1909; died June 21 2003
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