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“The children’s engagement 
was phenomenal and staff 
enjoyed thinking creatively 

about not using pens or 
pencils for the day. Lots 
of outdoor and practical 
learning!” 

No Pens Day Wednesday participant

No Pens Day Wednesday is a national day dedicated to 
speaking and understanding language which takes place in 
schools and settings annually. 

This year, it will take place on Wednesday 24th  
November 2021. 

Now in its eleventh year, No Pens Day Wednesday is hosted by I CAN, the 
children’s communication charity. A wealth of information and resources, including 
lesson plans, activity ideas and a social media toolkit, will be available to download 
on I CAN’s website.  

If 24th November doesn’t work for your school/setting, resources will be available 
online throughout the year. Some schools have extended the activities over a week, 
and some have continued to incorporate no pens activities throughout the year! 
Don’t forget to check our guidance on how to take your focus on speaking and 
understanding language further once the day is finished.

What is No Pens Day Wednesday? 

http://www.ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
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Speaking and understanding 
language are often overlooked 
in the UK education system in 
comparison to written language 
skills. However, as with literacy 
and numeracy, schools can 
play a crucial role in developing 
children’s skills in this 
important area. 
Why is it so important? 

In early years
 

 ■  Language levels at age two predict reading,  
writing and maths ability when children start 
school.  

 ■ As many as 50% of children in some areas of 
social disadvantage start school with delayed 
language. Without early support, these children 
may struggle to catch up with their peers. 

 

In primary school

 ■ Children who have difficulties speaking and 
understanding language are at a higher risk of 
behavioural, social and emotional difficulties in 
childhood and through adolescence. 

 ■ More than 90% of children who have persistent 
language difficulties at age 5 have literacy 
difficulties at age 15. 

In secondary schools and colleges

 ■ Good communication skills are rated as the 
most important employability skills needed for 
young people entering their first job - from a 
survey of schools, employers and politicians.

 ■ Up to 88% of long-term unemployed young 
men may have speech, language and 
communication needs. 

No Pens Day Wednesday puts speaking and 
understanding language in the spotlight. Through 
a day of fun and engaging activities, schools and 
settings can: 

  Raise awareness of the importance of 
speaking and understanding skills with 
staff, children and families.

  Improve children and young people’s 
speaking and understanding skills and 
increase their engagement in lessons.

  Support their curriculum’s focus on 
speaking and understanding language, 
and develop staff skills and confidence 
in teaching speaking and understanding 
skills.

  Identify children who may have speech, 
language and communication needs and 
provide additional support.

Communication is at the core of everything we do: at work, 
home, school and socially. Without skills in speaking and 
understanding language, children will struggle to make friends, 
learn, have good mental health, and ultimately, get a job.

Why take part?

http://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday
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 Planning 

 ■ Sign up to take part and access tips and 
resources.  

 ■ Decide who’ll lead on plans for the day. Book 
in a staff meeting and use our staff briefing 
template to inform all staff about the event and 
explain why it’s important to focus on speaking 
and understanding skills. 

 ■ Consider your aims and objectives for the 
day and ways you will achieve and measure 
these. Check out our guidance on “no pens” 
evaluation ideas.

 ■ Download our resources for ideas of what to do 
on the day and ensure you have prepared any 
additional resources. Think about how  
you might differentiate activities for children 
with SEND or speech, language and 
communication needs. 

 ■ Plan in reflection time after the day to consider 
evaluation and next steps. How will you embed 
speaking and understanding of language in 
your setting going forward? 

 Promoting

 ■ Print out our posters and pin them up at your 
school/setting.  

 ■ Use our social media messages to inform 
parents about No Pens Day Wednesday 
and how they can join in at home. Include 
information about the day in your newsletter 
and website.

 ■ Inform pupils about No Pens Day Wednesday 
in assembly or class, and gather their input and 
ideas for activities that don’t involve pens! 

 ■ Download our social media toolkit and plan who 
will be responsible for social media on the day. 

 ■ Assign a staff or pupil photographer for the day.
 
 Taking part

 ■ Start the day with an assembly using our 
assembly template. Could pupils take the lead 
on this? 

 ■ Give your pupils time to take part in our survey 
of speaking and understanding - you could 
do this in the lead up to the day or as an 
introduction to the day itself.

 ■ Engage pupils by asking their opinions on 
not using pens and the benefits of this before 
lessons begin.  

 ■ Share your photos, videos and highlights on 
social media. Tweet us using @ICanCharity and 
use the #NoPensDayWednesday hashtag.  
 

 ■ Give out ‘No pens’ homework for pupils to 
practice speaking and understanding skills at 
home. 

 Post-No Pens Day Wednesday

 ■ Complete our evaluation survey. If you signed 
up you’ll receive this by email.

 ■ Run a staff meeting to discuss what went well 
and what could be improved. Did you achieve 
what you set out to do?     

 ■ Plan a follow-up assembly to share pupils’ work 
and learning from the day. 

 ■ If you created a related blog, video, or were 
featured in local media, make sure to share this 
with I CAN!

 ■ Download a press release template and contact 
your local media.  

 ■ Use your professional networks to share 
your good practice around speaking and 
understanding and raise awareness of No Pens 
Day Wednesday so that more children and 
young people around the country can benefit. 

 ■ Plan how you could further embed speaking 
and understanding language into your 
curriculum. Check out our guidance on how to 
take your focus on speaking and understanding 
language further after the day.

To help you get started and plan your No Pens Day 
Wednesday, we have provided a range of resources which 
can be used or adapted for your setting. You can access all 
resources here or follow the guide below to plan your event.

How can we take part?

http://www.ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/no-pens-day-sign-up
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
https://twitter.com/ICANcharity
mailto:share%20this%20with%20I%20CAN%21?subject=media%40ican.org.uk
mailto:share%20this%20with%20I%20CAN%21?subject=media%40ican.org.uk
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Top tips for early years settings

Make it fun!
 ■ What resources do you already have in the 

classroom? Puppets, props and dress up can 
provide perfect conversation tools. 

 ■ Use musical instruments to accompany 
activities – see the Sound Communities 
website for ideas on how to support speaking 
and understanding skills through music. 

 ■ Families are crucial to their child’s development 
– could you share some speaking and 
understanding activities with them to carry out 
at home? 

 ■ Involve the five senses: experiment with touch, 
sight, hearing, smell and taste and talk about 
what you discover.

Make it impactful
 ■ Identify any children who are struggling with 

speaking and understanding language and 
put in place plans to support them and their 
families. Check out our Talking Point website 
for information and ideas. 

 ■ Collect evidence of impact throughout the day 
– capture photos, videos and voice recordings 
of children taking part in activities. Once the 
day is over, do pick up your pens and record 
observations of children’s engagement, as well 
as their strengths and challenges. 
 
 
Download our early years 
resources for more ideas. 
 

http://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday
https://soundcommunities.org.uk/
https://ican.org.uk/i-cans-talking-point/
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
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Top tips for primary schools

Make it fun! 

 ■ Check out our detailed lesson plans and activity 
ideas for loads of pen-free inspiration  
to fill your day with.  

 ■ Take the opportunity to plan hands-on activities, 
demonstrations and role-play to consolidate 
children’s understanding of concepts and 
information across the curriculum. 

 ■ Trial different groupings of pupils, such as pairing 
children with more developed speaking and 
understanding abilities with those who are less 
able, versus pairing children with similar abilities 
together. 

 ■ Use role cards for group working - roles could 
be the leader (ensures people stay on track and 
finish on time), the coach (uses scripted phrases 
to give encouragement), the questioner (asks 
questions) and the stores person (hands out 
equipment).  

Make it impactful
 ■ Contribute to our nationwide study of children 

and young people’s views on communication by 
encouraging your pupils to take part in our Pupil 
Survey in the lead-up to the day. You can use one of 
our survey starter activities to introduce the theme of 
speaking and understanding and prepare children for 
a whole day dedicated to these important skills!  

 ■ Check out our No Pens Day Wednesday pupil 
evaluation ideas to plan how you’re going to measure 
impact and capture pupil engagement on the day. 

 ■ Use a camera or voice recorder to capture parts 
of the day and collect evidence of impact. Try a 
Big Brother style ‘diary room’ to capture children’s 
thoughts!   

 ■ Although you need to put down your pen during the 
day, write and record any evidence of impact as soon 
as the day is over. 

 ■ Identify any children who struggled with speaking and 
understanding language and put plans in place for 
supporting them - check out our resources on Talking 
Point for information and ideas.

Download our primary resources for more ideas.

http://www.ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=G6lD3X-H_EGSi-S5pk-_ykVzPb8GZ6tInUp53NddCxdUQk85R1FPTkhRNlVXWDhXOE5KOVFaSDA4SSQlQCN0PWcu
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=G6lD3X-H_EGSi-S5pk-_ykVzPb8GZ6tInUp53NddCxdUQk85R1FPTkhRNlVXWDhXOE5KOVFaSDA4SSQlQCN0PWcu
https://ican.org.uk/i-cans-talking-point/
https://ican.org.uk/i-cans-talking-point/
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
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Download our secondary and further 
education resources for more ideas. 

Top tips for secondary and further education

Make it fun!
 ■ Check out our detailed lesson plans and activity 

ideas for secondary when planning your No Pens 
Day Wednesday. 

 ■ Think about your pupils’ interests and how they 
could be incorporated. Would they enjoy a poetry 
slam, debate or rap battle?  

 ■ Use the day to plan hands-on activities, 
demonstrations, role-play and debate to 
consolidate pupils’ understanding of concepts 
and information across the curriculum. 
 

 ■ Use improvisation to re-enact a historical event or 
piece or literature.  

 ■ Give specific roles for group work - such as the 
encourager (supports and reinforces responses), 
the questioner (challenges with questions), 
the timekeeper (keeps the discussion within 
the agreed time limit), the leader (starts and 
leads discussion), the summariser (summarises 
everyone’s views at the end) and the observer 
(observes and ensures everyone’s ideas are 
heard, reports back on the process at the end). 

 ■ Brainstorm important communication skills 
needed for interviews or the workplace. Role play 
some scenarios and discuss pupils’ experiences 
afterwards.

Make it impactful 
 ■ Contribute to our nationwide study of children  

and young people’s views on communication by 
giving your pupils time to take part in our Pupil 
Survey in the lead-up to the day. You can use 
one of our survey starter activities to introduce 
the theme of speaking and understanding and 
prepare pupils for a whole day dedicated to these 
important skills! 

 ■ Check out our No Pens Day Wednesday pupil 
evaluation ideas to plan how you’re going to 
measure impact and capture pupil engagement on 
the day.  

 ■ Make links with writing – following the day, pupils 
could write up the results of a verbal debate or 
how they completed a maths problem.   

 ■ The next day, give pupils time to write a reflection 
on their experience of No Pens Day Wednesday – 
what did they learn about communication?  What 
did they learn about themselves? Make sure to 
collect examples of pupils’ reflections as evidence 
of impact! 

http://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=G6lD3X-H_EGSi-S5pk-_ykVzPb8GZ6tInUp53NddCxdUQk85R1FPTkhRNlVXWDhXOE5KOVFaSDA4SSQlQCN0PWcu
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=G6lD3X-H_EGSi-S5pk-_ykVzPb8GZ6tInUp53NddCxdUQk85R1FPTkhRNlVXWDhXOE5KOVFaSDA4SSQlQCN0PWcu


Top tips for special schools

“We as staff often 
tell children to ‘stop 
talking’ so this was an 
opportunity to discuss 
how important talk is!”  
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Make it fun! 

 ■ Check out our detailed lesson plans and 
activity ideas for loads of pen-free inspiration to 
fill your day.  

 ■ Use art, imagery, poems and stories to bring 
activities to life. 

 ■ Play listening games such as ‘Simon says’ and 
copying rhythms and sounds with musical 
instruments.  

 ■ Involve the five senses: experiment with touch, 
sight, hearing, smell and taste and talk about 
what you discover. 

 ■ Many life skills activities can easily be  
pen-free – think about practical activities such 
as cooking, a shopping trip, laundry or personal 
hygiene.

 ■ Introduce new vocabulary, including relevant 
signs or symbols before the day and plan 
opportunities for repetition.  

Make it impactful 
 ■ Collect evidence of impact throughout the day – 

capture photos, videos and voice recordings of 
children taking part in activities.

Download our special school 
resources for more ideas.

http://www.ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/resources


“Many of the staff are carrying the concept on through 
the year to have a ring-fenced time for ‘no pens’ 
activities, so it has definitely increased awareness and 
given confidence to try new things.”
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Evaluate the day Evaluation and collecting evidence of impact are an 
important part of No Pens Day Wednesday. Gather the 
views of pupils, staff and families to understand the impact 
the day had and what you could do differently next time.

Questions you could ask your pupils: 

 ■ What did you most enjoy about No Pens Day Wednesday and why?  

 ■ What was the most challenging part of the day? 

 ■ Was there anything you would like to be done differently?  

 ■ What did you think of this way of learning? Would you like to do more  
‘no pens’ activities?  

 ■ Check out more of our pen-free evaluation ideas for primary and 
secondary. 

 ■ Don’t forget to contribute to our nationwide study of children and young 
people’s views on communication by giving your pupils time to take part in 
our Pupil Survey. 

Questions you could ask your teaching staff:

 ■ Which activities and approaches worked well?  

 ■ What were the most challenging elements of the day? 
 

 ■ What was the impact on learning, engagement and behaviour?  

 ■ Did you identify any pupils who need additional support with their 
speaking and understanding abilities?  

 ■ How will you adapt your teaching approach/curriculum based on the 
learning from today? 

 
Don’t forget to take part in our evaluation survey to 
ensure we can keep improving what we offer you!

http://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday
https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=G6lD3X-H_EGSi-S5pk-_ykVzPb8GZ6tInUp53NddCxdUQk85R1FPTkhRNlVXWDhXOE5KOVFaSDA4SSQlQCN0PWcu
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Keep it up!

No Pens Day Wednesday is a great introduction to the  
importance of speaking and understanding language, but why 
stop there?

Try some of our ideas for continuing to embed speaking and understanding 
activities into the curriculum:

 ■ Read our guidance on taking your focus on speaking and understanding 
language further. 

 ■ Find out about I CAN’s training packages for practitioners working in early 
years, primary and secondary schools.  

 ■ Visit I CAN’s Talking Point for information about supporting children’s 
speaking and understanding abilities. The website includes a progress 
checker, where parents and practitioners can check a child’s development 
against what is expected for their age. 

 ■ I CAN’s enquiry service provides advice and information for anyone who 
has concerns about a child or young person’s speaking or understanding of 
language.  

 ■ Look at the What Works database, a moderated online library of evidenced 
interventions that aim to support children’s speaking and understanding of 
language. 

 ■ Join the Voice 21 campaign as a partner school to build a culture of oracy 
across your school.  

 ■ The English Speaking Union (ESU) offer a range of talk-based classroom 
resources.

http://www.ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/
https://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday/taking-your-spoken-language-focus-further/
https://www.ican.org.uk/training/
http://www.talkingpoint.org.uk/
https://ican.org.uk/i-can-s-enquiry-service
https://ican.org.uk/i-cans-talking-point/professionals/tct-resources/what-works-database/
https://voice21.org/work-with-us/
https://www.esu.org/
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What schools say Since 2011, thousands of  schools and learning settings have taken 
part in No Pens Day Wednesday. Here’s what a few of them had 
to say about why their pupils enjoy this annual event so much! 

“A comment I received from a parent who emailed me: I haven’t 
had such an enthusiastic Cora after school for a long time. She 
absolutely loved today and was raving about how much better 
she had remembered her spellings by using playdough. She 
then spent ages showing me the origami swans, bowls and 
horses she had made. We now have enough paper swans to fill a 
real pond! It was clearly a day she will remember for a long time 
so thank you.”

“The children were involved in a range of activities including: 

 ■ Creating drama scripts, through acting out and rehearsing
 ■ Performance poetry
 ■ Art activities - the focus was very much on the development 

of vocabulary associated with the task as much as the art 
activity itself

 ■ Spellings using Play-Doh. 

The children said it was their best day ever as they were 
learning in fun ways!” 

“Subject leaders have also now talked about developing a 
series of S&L activities based around their subject areas for 
staff to use as a reference.”

“Just do it!  
It allows the teachers to be creative and what they get back 
from the children is so powerful, it helps staff to see them 
in a different light.”

“I would highly recommend this to other schools. We saw 
great lesson plans from staff which would otherwise go 
unnoticed and this was shared across the school. It gave 
students less able to communicate in writing a chance to 
take part in what everyone else was doing.”

“We already use Oracy in the classroom but taking part 
helped us to look at new ways of teaching.” 

http://ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday
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About I CAN

I CAN is the children’s communication charity: 
our mission is that no child should be left out  
or left behind because of a difficulty speaking  
or understanding.

We exist to help the million-plus children in the UK who are struggling 
with speaking and understanding language right now.

Each year we design programmes that support more than 15,000 
children and we train over 6,000 people who work with children to 
develop their speaking and understanding. 

These include: 

 ■ An enquiry line and the Talking Point website for parents and 
practitioners who are concerned about a child’s speaking or 
understanding of language.  

 ■ Two outstanding schools for children with the biggest barriers to 
communication: Meath School in Surrey and Dawn House School in 
Nottinghamshire. 

 ■ Comprehensive speech and language therapy assessment services.  

 ■ Training for practitioners from all over the UK so they can deliver 
vital support and interventions to children and young people in their 
communities. 

 ■ Our Talk Boost programmes to help children catch up with speaking and 
understanding language. 

We also campaign for increased recognition of speech, language and 
communication needs and raise awareness of the importance of children’s 
language development among parents, schools and government. www.ican.org.uk

https://twitter.com/ICANcharity
https://www.instagram.com/icancharity/
https://www.facebook.com/icantalk
https://www.linkedin.com/company/i-can
https://twitter.com/hashtag/NoPensDayWednesday
https://www.ican.org.uk/how-we-support-children/
http://www.talkingpoint.org.uk/
https://www.meathschool.org.uk/
https://www.dawnhouseschool.org.uk/
https://www.ican.org.uk/assessments/
https://ican.org.uk/training-licensing/
https://ican.org.uk/talk-boost/
http://www.ican.org.uk

