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This title pays homage to the wise words 

of Donalyn Miller, author of The Book Whisperer, 

who begins every year with the singular intention 

of whipping the children in her class up into 

a book frenzy! By presenting children with 

personally selected book recommendations 

on the first day of term – a carefully selected 

autobiography for one child who has expressed 

an interest in space travel, to a leaning pile 

of volumes for another who has yet to be 

pigeon‑holed – Miller involves the children in 

the excitement of book selection. Her intention 

is that reading is laid out from day one as part 

and parcel of the learning process, integral to the 

English lessons, and beyond; not just an add‑on 

activity that is made time for at home (if you are 

lucky!).
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01438 845111  
hertsforlearning.co.uk @HertsprimaryEng



01

05

09

14

16

22

26

Whipping Up a Book Frenzy 

(continued from the front page)

Guided Reading – Where Next?

Do you sound good to listen to?

Heighten the sense of audience by reading

Re‑igniting Reading in Schools

Start Making Sense

Book Reviews

Contents



Growing Great Writers
Herts for Learning Writing conference: 22nd September 2016

MINI GREYMINI GREY
Award winning author

JAMES CLEMENTSJAMES CLEMENTS
Founder of Shakespeare and More

Design inspired by Traction Man, Mini Grey: Winner of the Boston Globe-Horn Book Awards

This conference will provide opportunities for teachers to:

 9 hear Mini Grey reflect on her own inspirations for writing

 9  explore the National Curriculum with James Clements,  
to look beyond the GPS statements

 9 review and refresh their approach to teaching writing

Workshops will be available to support both Key Stages 1 and 2.

NICK HANDELNICK HANDEL
Former BBC television producer

To book a place on this national conference please visit: www.thegrid.org.uk/schoolworkforce/training
Conference code: 16CON/002P  Cost: £160+VAT for shareholders (£175+VAT for non-shareholders) 

For further information, please contact danielle.wallington@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Nick Handel, the award winning  
Norfolk Children’s Book Centre  
and TTS will also be in attendance.
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Whipping up a Book Frenzy: effective systems for 
promoting peer recommendations in your classroom

Continued from the front page

The need for teachers to enthuse children in this 

way about reading is clearly stated in the National 

Curriculum. In Year 1, we are expected to teach 

children to ‘develop pleasure in reading’ and the 

‘motivation to read’. This reminds us of the need 

to address both the skill of reading, at the same 

time as nurturing the will to do so. 

In Years 3 and 4, teachers must support children 

to ‘develop positive attitudes to reading’. This 

yields the obvious questions: do we know their 

attitudes towards reading? Have we asked 

them? And, rather more challenging: how can 

we ask them in ways that won’t produce typical 

teacher‑pleasing responses (‘Oh yes Mrs Slater –  

I love reading’)? My favoured approach is to ask 

children to list their top five favourite hobbies or 

past times: if reading is not up there – right up 

in the top three – then I make it my mission to 

shunt reading up their priority list.

In Years 5 and 6, the wording of the National 

Curriculum acknowledges that children are 

gaining independence and widening their interest 

range – this is a time when a book is beginning to 

have to compete for the child’s attention against 

the lure of many other potentially brighter and 

bolder temptations. During this time, we are 

asked to support children to ‘maintain positive 

attitudes to reading’. 

The National Curriculum is also realistic in 

acknowledging the factors that will hold 

increasing levels of influence for our pupils in 

Upper Key Stage 2: namely, their peer group. 

Teachers are expected to facilitate opportunities 

for pupils to be ‘recommending books that they 

have read to their peers, giving reasons for their 

choices’. 

As teachers, we will all be fully aware of 

the power of the peer group. We have all 

experienced how what appears on one day to be 

a mere diversion for a few members of the class – 

Loombands, let’s say – can by the next day, have 

swept across your classroom, embroiling even 

your most level‑headed pupils in its compulsion. 

All it seems to take is the right child, at the right 

time, to offer a murmur of enthusiasm, and 

boom… you have a frenzy on your hands. As 

teachers, we should feel compelled to harness 

this intoxicating power and use it to encourage 

something that will do them a great deal of 

good: reading.

Reading complete, lengthy, high quality texts 

however requires stamina, and this can only 

be developed through allowing lots of time 

for children to do just the thing that they are 

trying to get better at: read. In the same way that 

you might not be able to play a whole match 

of football/run a 10K/swim 50 lengths when 

you first start – you get tired, you want to quit 

half‑way through – reading at length is the same. 

You need to build up your legs for it. 

Continued >
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this article, I will share some of the systems and 

activities that I have seen to work well and keep 

the buzz going long after the giggles created by 

the ‘get caught reading’ photos have subsided 

(you know the ones – children reading inside 

laundry baskets/on skateboards/in wheelie 

bins – was that last one just in my school, I 

wonder?) Amusing, no doubt, but I was often 

left questioning whether the child holding the 

book had actually even read its title, let alone 

the whole thing! The systems need to be 

simple, fit for purpose, manageable, appealing 

to both teachers and children alike and reflect 

our children’s true reading experiences and 

motivations. So, here goes…

Practical tips for whipping up 
a book frenzy:

Me Next!

Every term, take the books (all or some) from the 

shelves and strewn them around the classroom – 

the disarray itself might cause the children to 

realise that something different and special is 

taking place here. Allow time for the children to 

really explore the books. Give them tips for this: 

look at the blurb, title; dip in and read a section; 

consider the author. Then, if they like the look 

of a book, they can collect a waiting list form 

and put their name at the top of the list. In my 

experience, nothing creates a buzz about a book 

like a waiting list. Suddenly, all children will be 

vying for the same book. Put the waiting lists 

somewhere highly visible and allow the children 

to tick off their names when they have read it. 

The child must then pass the text onto the next 

child on the waiting list. 

One advantage of this activity is that you get to 

see the hidden gems that are lingering on your 

book shelf. You also get to a chance to consider 

how many of the books you actually know. How 

many have you read? Are you in a good position 

to recommend any of the texts on your shelves? 

Continued >

The joy is that the more you read, 
the more you get out of it – 

you get hooked by the text – and thus 
the more you want to read. 

So we must first of all get children to want to 

read, and then find ways to keep them at it when 

the going gets tough so that they break that 

barrier and are enthused to want to carry on. 

We need therefore to develop systems in our 

classrooms that make children want to read often, 

widely and for significant periods of time, and we 

want these systems to tap into the advantage that 

peer pressure can offer. In other words, we want 

to start a craze! 

Furthermore, we need systems that as much as 

possible run themselves (no time‑consuming 

displays, no laborious sticker charts) and that 

have longevity. I am all up for the one off Big 

Bang reading events, but for the purpose of 
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now a child staring perplexed in front of the book 

case: which book should they choose? This can 

be an over‑whelming task for some children. 

Now they know that if they choose a book with 

a gem on the spine, someone in the class has 

already read it. They can go straight to the review 

(much like I do when purchasing a book on 

Amazon) and see what their peers thought of it. 

This may offer them a way in to selecting some 

reading material that might just help to get them 

hooked. Essentially, this simple system helps to 

make the bewildering array of books available to 

them a little more accessible. 

Cool Board

Much like the Cool Board from the television 

show Top Gear, which basically presents a league 

table of the presenter’s favourite cars, we can use 

this simple review system (described above) to 

create league tables of the favourite books in our 

classrooms. A league table helps to show visitors 

to our classrooms (and to the children of course) 

that they have entered a reading classroom. 

The system works as follows: the tenth person to 

review the book is responsible for adding it to the 

Cool Board. They must add up the shaded stars 

Continued >

Being able to offer little teasers to the children at 

this stage will have a huge impact: ‘Now this book 

was a huge hit last year. Last year’s class couldn’t 

wait to get their hands on it!; ‘I remember 

Declan laughing out loud in the middle of a GR 

session when he read this book!’; ‘I wouldn’t 

advise anyone to read this one late at night – it’s 

terrifying! I couldn’t sleep!’ (Who could resist such 

an endorsement!).

Make sure that you model the expected 

enthusiasm by getting involved and adding your 

name to several waiting lists – ramp up the hype 

by beginning each day by asking how close you 

are to getting that book because you simply can’t 

wait to get your hands on it.

Quick Review

My one key tip for creating avid readers: avoid 

traditional book reviews. I share this tip from 

personal experience. The process of completing 

an extended book review forced me to become 

a secret reader! The ability to take a book that 

has made you laugh, cry, ponder, imagine and 

to reduce it down to a well‑structured piece 

of prose – written in paragraphs, with correct 

spelling and punctuation of course – is a skill that 

still evades me to this day. Not only did it turn the 

joy of reading into ultimately a writing task, but 

most importantly, it stopped me from getting on 

with what I wanted to do most…read! 

Instead, I recommend an Amazon style review 

where following completion of the book, the 

child completes a simple class record where they 

record their name, shade in a number of stars to 

indicate how much they enjoyed it and record 

their thoughts in a twenty word or less ‘tweet’. A 

pre‑populated sheet, with children’s names and 

empty stars, can be placed in the back of a book 

ready for the children to review after reading. This 

task is simple, manageable and most importantly, 

doesn’t stall the reading process. 

When a review sheet is underway for a book, stick 

a little gem on the book’s spine (or you could 

use a sticker – I prefer a gem as stickers can get 

confused with colour‑banding systems). Imagine 
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to the next reader. Just like Belly Bands, Pokey 

Outies are visible to a potential reader who is 

inspecting the bookshelf for a possible next read. 

Upon seeing a Pokey outie, they may go straight 

to that section of the book to see if it draws them 

in enough to want to read the book in its entirety. 

Following reading, the next reader may agree that 

that was indeed the best bit, or they may choose 

a different section. And so, another Pokey Outie is 

added, thus making the book even more enticing 

to the next potential reader: ‘two best bits? I 

wonder if I will find a third.’ In this way, the books 

begin to recommend themselves and the work is 

done for us…what more could we ask for!

In my experience, a combination of all, or several, 

of the activities/systems listed above are needed 

to really get the book‑recommendation ball 

rolling. It is worth therefore trying to establish 

several systems running at the same time for real 

impact.

So, to leave you with a lingering line from a tome 

that I know quite well…

Reading widely and often increases pupils’ 

vocabulary because they encounter words they 

would rarely hear or use in everyday speech. 

Reading also feeds pupils’ imagination and 

opens up a treasure‑house of wonder and joy 

for curious young minds.

What a wonderful sentiment. Do you recognise 

where this comes from? The National Curriculum 

2014, no less. By Gove… I couldn’t have put it 

better myself!

By Penny Slater

Deputy Lead Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

penny.slater@hertsforlearning.co.uk

(a potential of 50 stars), record the title and score 

on a prepared strip of paper and position it on 

the league table. As this gets going, the children 

can see, at a glance, which books other children 

in the class are currently reading, and which 

are proving most popular. Once again, this may 

help to guide the uninitiated reader towards a 

satisfying reading experience. 

Belly Bands and Pokey Outies

Continuing with the notion of making the 

process of book selection less bewildering, these 

two simple systems are worth a try….

Belly Bands are simply thin strips of paper that 

wrap around the spine of the book and tuck 

inside the front cover. When the child has 

finished reading the book – or it can be during 

reading – they have the option to record the ‘line 

that lingers’ on the strip of paper before attaching 

it to the cover. This can be a funny line; a line that 

signifies a point of high tension; a line that takes 

the tale in an unexpected direction; or simply a 

line that resonates with the reader. This way, we 

are helping the child to pause and reflect on their 

reading, and consider how it influences them, in 

a way that does not interfere with the enjoyment 

of reading. The message we are giving children 

is that reading should leave a trace…a mark…an 

impression: it should linger. 

Most helpfully with this system, when the book 

is replaced on the bookshelf, the belly band is 

visible. So once again, the bewildered reader 

standing in front of the bookshelf, has a direction 

to go in. They know that this book has been read 

by another member of the class, and that there 

was a line in it that lodged in the reader’s memory. 

This may just serve to pique their interest: where 

is that line? Why did that reader choose it? Will 

the same line linger for me? They might just 

choose therefore to give that book a go.

Pokey Outies work in a similar way. After reading, 

the child has the option to indicate the ‘best bit’ 

by inserting a post it note on the relevant page – 

you could also ask them to record on the post 

it the first few lines of the best bit as a courtesy 
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Guided Reading: 
Where Next?

Guided reading has been a staple of our 

timetables for many years. In many schools, it 

follows a largely, similar pattern. Good work has 

been done. But, ‘the times they are a‑changing’ 

and one of those changes could be around this 

session. This fills me with a sense of freedom 

and excitement, even a little ‘hurrahing’. At last, a 

chance to look again at guided reading practices 

and to adapt, tweak, and play with them so that 

our children are given a great reading experience 

that we have tailored to their needs. 

And who has given us this freedom? Well, Ofsted 

to begin with. In ‘Moving English Forward – 

Action to raise standards in English’ (March 2012), 

guided reading is described as ‘a potentially 

useful strategy’ but it is also made clear that what 

really matters for schools is ‘how effective it is’. 

Just ensuring that guided 
reading is timetabled will  
not impact on progress. 

Secondly, the 2014 National Curriculum is equally 

direct about how children should progress with 

reading, particularly once they have learnt ‘how’ 

to read. For Years 3 and 4 they should ‘become 

independent, fluent and enthusiastic readers 

who read widely and frequently’, and, expected 

for Years 5 and 6 is that they are ‘able to read 

silently, with good understanding, inferring the 

meaning of unfamiliar words, and then discuss 

what they have read.’ Getting children to this 

point is obviously going to take more than four 

or five separate 20–30 minute sessions a week – 

teaching and learning in reading will need to be 

threaded throughout the whole curriculum, but 

those separated out guided reading sessions do 

have a crucial role. Put simply: guided reading 

should make children’s reading better. Not just for 

the guided reading group, but for all the learners 

in the room.

So we need to be very clear what it is that our 

children need to be learning – at all stages of 

the reading journey. At KS1 that is likely to be 

very tied into decoding; the ‘learning to read’ 

that underpins attainment in our curriculum. 

Comprehension has to go hand in hand with this 

and the familiar ‘carousel’ is perfect for it. The 

children have a guided session with an adult 

and then further independent sessions where 

they will practise the skills they need to become 

independent readers. These might be to do 

with embedding and applying knowledge about 

phonemes – through phoneme spotter stories, 

or reading from a topic box, or reading and then 

drawing to show understanding of what has 

been read.

Continued >
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Thus, for any guided reading session that has 

children who cannot yet ‘read books at an 

age‑appropriate interest level’ (NC LKS2), the 

‘hidden’ learning objective behind it is to get them 

to that point of being an independent reader. 

There will be interim, specific learning objectives 

along the way that unpick the detail of that, but 

‘learning to read’ is the bedrock.

Yet what happens when the children can read? 

What happens when they are in KS2 and are 

able to read these age appropriate texts? How 

does guided reading improve their skills? Now 

they need to learn to read ‘better’. And by that 

we mean: faster, more fluently, with greater 

engagement, and with understanding and 

consideration of the author’s intentions. We 

can build these skills in our guided sessions and 

there can be little argument that these will have 

an impact. But an improvement in reading skills 

should surely be the intended outcome for those 

children working independently too. 

In many schools, guided reading is timetabled for 

about two hours a week across four days. At KS2, 

children will usually be in an adult‑led, ‘guided’ 

group on one of those days. So for three‑quarters 

of the time, they will be working independently, 

and unless the activities we plan really embed 

and develop their reading skills, can we be sure 

that the children’s reading is getting better as a 

result of what they do in those times?

To become certain, perhaps we need to ask 

ourselves some questions:

•	  Are the independent activities in my guided 

reading sessions aimed at improving reading?

•	  Do they cater for the different levels of 

competency?

•	  Are they fostering a love of, and engagement 

with, reading itself?

But this needn’t lead to more planning. In fact, 

it could mean less, particularly if the children 

are going to spend more time getting better at 

reading by just reading. (And reading lovely, lovely 

books to interest and engage that have the right 

level of reading challenge.)

What we have to get right is to ensure that our 

planning for guided reading is driven by learning 

need, perhaps led by whole‑school contexts, 

certainly encompassing individual class demands. 

We have to know what our readers need. And 

we have to be prepared to be flexible in our 

approach so that our children can become 

better readers.

As examples: 

•	  Are you in a school where the children do 

not read regularly at home and cannot 

meet the expectations of sustaining reading 

over longer texts? Why not devote your 

independent sessions to reading? Not 

individual reading of their own texts (unless 

you are able to store awareness of thirty 

different texts and whether they are the right 

reading level for the children in your class!) 

but instead, of sets of texts that match the 

reading abilities of the different groups in 

your class and which will introduce them to 

a range of authors and styles.

•	  Do the children read widely but need to 

develop deeper analytical and inferential 

skills? Perhaps they need one or two of 

the independent sessions to pre‑read the 

text that you will then be able to spend the 

majority of the guided session discussing. 

Any ‘reading’ in that guided session might be 

skimming a section read on previous days. A 

written follow up task will embed learning 

from the discussion.

•	  Is there a particular need in your class? 

(Maybe vocabulary development or an 

understanding of features in non‑fiction.) 

You could have a rotating activity so that 

skills develop, but it doesn’t need to be fixed 

for the year. Keep re‑visiting the end of year 

expectations and adapt the activity to suit the 

current need.

Whatever you decide about the independent 

activities, if they have been driven by assessment 

for learning of reading needs, there should be 

improved outcomes as a result. 

Continued >
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Having ensured that our independent activities 

in guided reading are all designed to develop 

reading skills, it is then quite easy to take this 

emphasis on learning still further and turn each 

guided reading session into a directly learning led 

lesson for all the children.

You know what your objective is with your 

guided group – why not extend that to the whole 

class? If you are going to look at characterisation 

with your group, or authorial intent, or effect of 

vocabulary choices, that can be shared with the 

class at the start of the session, and they can 

watch out for examples in the books that they are 

reading at the same time as they are immersing 

themselves in the experience of reading. If you 

And an example day might be this:

‘We’re going to be looking for 

examples of where we learn things 

about the character by what they do’ 

(Give example if needed.)

One guided group, one group doing 

a written follow up, three groups  

reading texts selected for appropriate 

interest and challenge.

Share from guided group, other 

children share their examples, writing 

group proof-read and edit.

Continued >

Intro (5 mins)

Activity (15-20 mins)

Plenary (5-10 mins)

A generic guided reading session then looks  

like this:

have a carousel where the children are reading 

topic books, newspapers, and their own books  

(if that suits their reading development needs); 

they can do that with those too. 

The key point here is that the children are 

engaging directly in the thing that you want them 

to get better at…reading, but most importantly, 

they are engaging in it in a very active way, with a 

clear purpose and expected learning outcome – 

no unstructured, aimless, silent reading here! 

Make sure that you plan in time for a whole class 

plenary each day where examples can be shared 

from across the range of texts that the children 

have been reading. 
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Timings can obviously be adjusted to suit the 

length of the session but the proportions remain 

the same. The children know what they are 

learning (and have been reminded of the skills 

they will need to use), they spend the larger 

amount of time ‘doing’ (and thus embedding and 

giving purpose to those skills) and finally they 

have a short time to draw together, to summarise 

and to make links.

In ‘Ready to Read’ (Ofsted, June 2014) guided 

reading in KS2 is described as less effective 

when ‘groups working independently made 

little progress in the lesson and the session did 

not enable them to deepen their knowledge 

of texts and stories’ and as working best when 

activities ‘involved sustained reading of selected 

texts’. What we have here is an opportunity. Let’s 

look again at our guided reading sessions and 

consider ways we can develop them to produce 

more skilful and enthusiastic readers.

By Alison Dawkins

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

alison.dawkins@hertsforlearning.co.uk 

Course suggestions

Guided Reading at KS2: 

developing thinking readers 

This training will run again in the autumn term.

Relevant Subscription Site Materials 

Text Recommendations Narrative   

Book recommendations for all year groups

DXYZ sample 

A model for forming responses to texts

Materials soon to be available on the 
subscription site

Skills Progression in Speaking and Listening 

KS2 Guided Reading Toolkit
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Do you sound good to listen to? 
(or ‘Fluency: reading’s best-kept secret weapon’)

Fluency is undergoing somewhat of a 

revival in England. It has long been the poor 

relation, the magnolia paint let’s say, of reading; a 

general stage the ‘typical’ reader will attain when 

s/he reaches about a quarter past seven years old. 

Prior to this, children are slow readers, they are 

laborious decoders; they are – after all – learning 

how to read. Or are they…? 

Don’t we already focus on fluency? Surely we 

aim for children to become fluent by, say, end 

of Year 2..? Well, one perception has been that 

children ‘become fluent’ after they have learnt 

how to read. In other words that whilst they 

are learning the myriad of GPCs, alternative 

spellings, and sufficient HFW they are bound 

to be slower readers. In fact children can, and 

indeed should, be fluently using their skills at any 

stage of reading. Think of fluency as a continuum, 

a sliding scale ‑ rather like the old‑school Hi‑fi 

control sliders if you will. When a toddler is 

starting to recognise the golden arches of 

McDonalds, at first the logo may need pointing 

out, then they may be about to shout out what 

it is just as the adult says, then they may get in 

there first, until finally they call out spontaneously 

‘McDonalds!’ In this sense, a really fluent 

recogniser would see an ‘m’ letter shape and call 

out McDonalds, regardless of context. When a 

nursery‑age child thinks they’ve recognised their 

name on a coat peg, when in fact it’s another 

child’s name, who just happens to share the same 

initial letter, they are at least fluently recognising 

a letter shape. This is known as the ‘logographic’ 

stage of reading (Frith, 1985), and is a crucial step 

on the road to understanding and using phonics 

in the typical sense. 

Fig 1: Example of a continuum of knowing:

Least Fluent  Most Fluent

Continued >

Beginning  

to become 

aware of; 

knows a main 

feature

Knows some 

distinguishing 

features, e.g. 

picks word out 

of a limited 

range of 

similar choices

Knows several 

features, e.g. 

sounds out 

word to begin 

with then 

recognises 

and blends

Knows it 

speedily, all 

aspects of it; 

brain spots 

very quickly 

if there is 

mis‑match 

and searches 

further for 

resolution

Brain spots 

unconsciously 

if something is 

not right, e.g. 

reads ‘saw’ for 

‘was’, this still 

contextually 

makes sense, 

but something 

causes a ‘stop 

and check’ 

behaviour
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It’s like the NOFAN assessment principle (Never, 

Occasionally, Frequently, Always, Naturally), when 

we look for not just ‘frequently’, or ‘always’ using 

– say – full stops, but naturally doing so, to the 

extent it is effortlessly done and without need for 

proofreading. The brain is then freed‑up to think 

of higher‑order things, such as the content in 

writing or reading, for example, what I think the 

character is going to do next based on what has 

happened so far, things I know about him and 

clues the author has laid out about setting and 

time of day. I can connect, infer, and osmose into 

that world a little. Conversely, without fluency 

the brain is far too taxed to take in, retain and 

consider what is being read, let alone make 

inferences from it.

“Creativity floats on a sea of automaticity.”  

Pollard, 2014

But why is it so important? Isn’t fluency a 

desirable extra, something that’s more about 

entertaining an audience, performing and 

showing how much you understand about 

’doing the voices’ than anything else? Wrong. 

It’s so much more. And it’s now been shown to 

actually help children become better decoders 

(Cunningham 1990; Whalley & Hanson 2006; 

Tunmer & Chapman 2012; Holliman, Wood & 

Sheehy 2012) and therefore potentially also 

has the power to reverse some types of 

literacy difficulties.

The commonly agreed key factors of fluency are:

•	 accuracy

•	 prosody/expression (pauses, intonation) 

•	 automaticity (or rate)

One of the really effective ways of increasing 

capacity for retaining what has been read 

(in other words, comprehending) is to teach 

children to ‘parse’ their reading. This involves 

them ‘scooping up’ in chunks of meaning or 

phrases, and becomes especially vital the longer 

the sentences become. Teaching children to 

read in phrases of two, three or more words 

helps them to scoop up and load in swathes of 

meaning, without putting so much load on the 

memory, and helps the brain focus on the main 

‘big picture’ elements. Readers who are reading 

at a word‑by‑word level are unnecessarily 

challenging their working memories and 

comprehension and will struggle to have capacity 

left to infer and deduce. Or… they may be ‘stuck 

in the mud’ with slow decoding/sounding out 

because they are under the impression that this is 

what we want them to do all the time. If after all 

that slow brain‑work they can still retain what the 

message was, they are likely either doing this for 

our benefit or to keep control in their ‘safe zone’; 

they could probably cope with speeding up and 

should be prompted/taught to do so. (This is 

where easy‑reads come in handy.)

One rather exciting thing that fluent reading does, 

is to get the brain ‘firing on all cylinders’. This 

means that for children with a poorer working 

memory, attention‑span etc, who may be at risk 

of reading difficulties, this can help to effectively 

pump up those weaker areas. New, faster and 

stronger neural networks can be laid down 

making retrieval, organisation etc much easier. 

“Neurons that fire together, wire together”. 

Donald Hebb, 1949

This is why some intervention support focuses 

on ‘over‑learning’ so that knowledge and skills 

become habituated. Opportunities to revisit 

previously‑read texts let you feel good about your 

successful reading and there is also something 

Continued >
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rather neurally clever about being able to 

unconsciously predict (not guess…deduce!) what 

is coming up. The eye and voice come together 

in space and time; brain pathways reach out to 

connect up, creating information superhighways. 

But some children just read slowly… don’t they? 

What if there were some main, identifiable, 

controllable differences between more fluent and 

less fluent readers? What if more fluent readers 

tended to be given books to read that were 

generally easy to decode and therefore regularly 

had practice at becoming more and more 

automatic and accurate, while less fluent readers 

were given books that were too hard? 

Number one controllable factor: check 

the book is the right match for decoding ability 

and therefore accuracy (NC 2014, Ofsted 2014). 

A quick Running Record/Miscue Analysis 

carried out by the class teacher will identify 

not only whether the book is the right match 

but also (crucially) the next steps for precision 

teaching, foci for guided/individual reading 

etc. For more information on this valuable tool, 

see PM Benchmark Kit, and further guidance 

on matching texts in the HfL Guided Reading 

booklet.

National Curriculum 2014 is clear: if word 

reading is below age‑related then children must 

be helped to catch up quickly, including using 

closely‑matched texts. They are still taught 

age‑related comprehension skills in whole‑class 

situations, and on the texts they read, but the 

texts they read must be closely matched. This 

can mean taking the decodability/difficulty level 

down a notch or two. Don’t worry. Trust what 

you know about learning and you will see them 

‘prune back to steam on’, as they remember what 

it feels like to understand, enjoy, successfully 

problem‑solve and to regain some automaticity. 

For some children this simple revelation unlocks 

the ‘thrill’ and ‘will’ needed to improve the ‘skill’.

Continued >

Number two controllable factor: 
emphasise, and teach, aspects of prosody…

“The book is talking to us.”

I can still remember so vividly the conversation 

that really brought the Simple View of Reading to 

a new reality for a vulnerable six‑year‑old reader. 

He had done a good job of decoding, even 

working well on alternative pronunciations, but 

it was still mud‑like, waiting for the book to tell 

him the answers. He had grown from depending 

on others to help him, to now the book; he 

needed to know he already had every resource 

he needed within him to be a successful, active, 

reader. My targets for him: to re‑read, putting it 

all together, pausing at punctuation and adding 

more lilts in his voice for the longer sentences to 

make sense. 

“Does that make sense?” 

…led to a confused face.

“What would you say if it was you?”

…still confusion.

“The book is talking to us. If you were the  

book, how would you say this?”

He got it. He knew what I meant. His eyes 

widened though, as if I had asked him to disobey 

a school rule. He had sounded out, he had told 

me what the words said, but that seemingly 

wasn’t enough for this rather persistent pedant 

sat next to him right now. Glancing up at the 

print‑out of Superman with his laser vision from 

our early focus on steady eye‑pointing, he looked 

at me and had another go. Better. 

Okay. Time to get radical. I covered the book and 

had him repeat the sentence after me, phrase by 

phrase, rehearsing the voices, lilts and swoops. 

The spark grew in his eyes. With a warmed‑up 

oral rehearsal fresh in his mind I revealed the page. 
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“Try that again.”     I said. 

Whoosh. Scooping almost in hesitant disbelief 

at times, he read. He went on, gobbling up the 

page as if it was a feast of tumbling visions and 

no longer words. For a moment we were there in 

the book in that moment with the character. 

Number three controllable factor: 
increase opportunities for developing 

automaticity.

“Easy reading makes reading easy.”  

Tim Rasinski

When re‑reading texts or reading easier texts, 

children are then freed up to comprehend, infer, 

internalise new vocabulary encountered etc. It 

has also been shown – along with letter‑name 

knowledge ‑ to have huge correlation with 

spelling accuracy. Brooks (2013) showed 

that a fluency and comprehension‑focused 

intervention had a bigger impact, especially for 

disadvantaged children, on spelling ability at Y6‑7 

than one based on discrete phonics alone.

“Spelling and reading build 

and rely on the same mental 
representation of a word.

Knowing the spelling of a word makes 

the representation of it sturdy and 

accessible for fluent reading.” 

Catherine Snow et al, 2005

Other ideas for developing automatic decoding 

and improving rate or pace:

•	  Repeated readings of books or passages 

(could be timed)

•	  Take turns reading page/sentence etc so 

they hear a fluent model

•	 Reader’s Theatre/playscripts

•	 Poetry reading

•	  My turn, Your turn – get them to repeat a 

sentence the exact way you read it, and if 

it’s not the same, re‑model and ask again. 

Get them to reflect: “Did you sound good to 

listen to?” “Did it sound like talking?” 

•	  After decoding ‘work’: “Now put that all 

together so it sounds smooth/good to listen 

to/like talking.”

•	  Encouraging decoding into chunks before 

going down to individual phonemes, e.g. use 

of syllables, morphology

•	  Finger frame a line: “Read to here, like 

talking.”; “Make it sound good to listen to.”

•	  Have them use a Speech and Language 

Therapy ‘phone’ (try TTS) so they can hear 

themselves amplified. [These can also be 

good for those struggling to sound out when 

spelling, e.g. confusing vowel sounds.]

•	  Try recording them and playing back for 

review as above 

•	  Practise spelling words that were hard to 

read, and will occur again frequently. If using 

a ‘Look, Say, Cover, Write, Check’ method, 

ensure you have them look for the tricky bits 

and self‑check after each go.

Continued >
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See Ofsted’s ‘Literacy: the non‑negotiables’ clip: 

‘Year 2 ‑ Reading for Meaning’ – about 4 mins 

into the clip the teacher asks a member of her 

GR group to re‑read a sentence for fluency, then 

the rationale is discussed by the HMI observer. A 

good, succinct, example of calling for fluency 

and hearing the difference in comprehension as 

evidenced through her expression.  

www.youtube.com/watch?v=wFBMYc2YuEs 

By Kirsten Snook

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

kirsten.snook@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestions

Phase 2‑4 phonics:  

teaching and supporting Letters and Sounds 

16ENG/001P 

HDC, Stevenage | Thursday 5th May 2016

Delivering the Year 1 phonics screening check 

16ENG/003P 

HDC, Stevenage | Tuesday 17th May 2016

Relevant Subscription Site Materials 

KS1 guided reading booklet
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Heighten the sense of audience 

by reading, re-reading and, 
if necessary, reading again!

Reading my writing

With many schools focusing on improving 

the quality of marking, feedback, proof‑reading 

and editing it is an ideal time to consider the 

emphasis that we are giving to children’s 

understanding of the importance of the need  

to re‑read their writing.

This year I have been delivering training on 

‘Write Away Together’ ‑ an intervention aimed 

at children who are working below age‑related 

expectations or are ‘stuck’ at a particular writing 

stage whatever their attainment range. One of 

the core principles underpinning the approach 

is that stuck writers do not necessarily have a 

heightened sense of audience as they are often 

reluctant readers and have not fully understood 

the fact that one of the main purposes of writing 

is for it to be read by someone else, and that 

the reader needs to understand what has been 

written. This is fairly obvious, but not necessarily 

to children who are struggling to make progress 

in writing. Therefore we need to consider 

the emphasis that we are giving to this as an 

on‑going strategy within the classroom.

Often the amount of time that stuck writers have 

to re‑read their writing, then have an adult read 

their writing aloud to them and then repeat the 

process (up to three or four times if necessary), 

until the child can identify for themselves what 

needs to be improved, is limited. Being able to 

independently identify improvements needed 

in one’s own writing is a skill that some children 

need more time to master. The able writer 

naturally thinks about the reader as they write. 

They can voice their writing silently as they 

compose and this is one of the reasons why their 

writing conveys sense and structure.

Training reluctant readers, who are sometimes 

the same children stuck with their writing, to 

develop this habit is just one of the key features 

of the ‘Write Away’ intervention. Teachers and 

teaching assistants who have been trained in the 

approach unanimously agree that the strategy 

is largely underdeveloped at whole‑class level 

and guided group level as well as with identified 

individuals. 

WAT: The writing process

Teacher and adult writing partner share the task 

of helping children develop an understanding 

that:

•	  Writing is a process involving a number of 

different stages

•	  The writer must always be thinking about 

their readers and the effect they want their 

writing to have

•	  The audience is created by the adult writing 

partner. The purpose of the writing is not for 

the teacher to mark.

•	  Re‑reading is an essential and valuable part 

of the writing process and it should be done 

automatically.

•	  Re‑reading aloud enables the reader/writer 

to notice where things do not sound right. It 

also develops the writer’s ‘inner ear’ so that 

they begin to notice what improvements are 

needed themselves.

WAT 2013

Continued >
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You may be aware that one of the top seven 

strategies identified by the Sutton Trust to raise 

attainment of disadvantaged and vulnerable 

learners includes a focus on the child’s ability to 

self‑manage their own learning. A key feature 

of this intervention focuses on how to change 

pupils’ writing behaviour so that the skills of 

proof‑reading and editing become increasingly 

embedded.

By Theresa Clements

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

theresa.clements@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Scheme Write Away Together

Years/age range Year 2 – Year 6

Type of children children who are not making expected gains 

in writing or are working below age‑related 

expectations

Adult/child ratio 1:1 or small group

Length of intervention 10 week minimum 2 x 20 minute sessions weekly

Effectiveness for writing in Year 2 – Year 6 when implemented 

1:1 remarkable

Course suggestions

Write Away Together 

16ENG/022P 

HDC, Stevenage | Wednesday 6th July 2016
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Re-igniting Reading in Schools: 
the battle against technology

“There is more treasure in books than in all the pirates’ 

loot on Treasure Island and best of all, you can enjoy 

these riches every day of your life.”
Walt Disney

My first teaching post was in Wiltshire –  

in a church school that overlooked the 

graveyard. The grounds of the school were rather 

picturesque and were a focus of many lessons 

throughout the year. But the summer months 

brought the greatest pleasure: from pond dipping 

and sketching to athletics and reading. We read 

on the field on rugs, or under the great trees 

outside the classroom. We read after lunch to 

cool down, or at the end of the day to wind 

down. I had inherited children who loved to read 

and who demanded to be read to – they set the 

gold standard – every class from then on had to 

be as passionate about reading as that bunch of 

year sixes. If they weren’t – it was my job to make 

it happen. 

Learning objective: children go home with  

a mind full of treasure. 

Resources: Fifteen minutes and a wonderful 

book. 

Success criteria: Children beg you not to stop 

even when the bell for home‑time has rung.

“Young people who enjoy reading very much 

are nearly five times as likely to read above the 

expected level for their age compared with 

young people who do not enjoy reading at all.”

Children’s and Young People’s Reading Today, 

National Literacy Trust, 2012

Continued >
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Am I dreaming of an idyllic time? Is it still possible 

to find children with a passion for reading? As 

a child, I would sometimes be caught late at 

night reading under the covers by torchlight. 

The next generation also stay up beyond lights 

out, but they are more commonly on social 

media or watching TV. Once the excitement of 

racing through book bands is over, are parents 

still encouraging reading in Key Stage 2? In 

some cases, we must acknowledge that a child’s 

only reading happens in the classroom. Yet, 

as the school year draws to a close, it can be 

difficult to get any children to focus on literature 

when they are being consumed by sports day, 

swimming galas and end of year productions, 

not to mention revision, stuffy classrooms, 

and the thought of the long summer holiday. 

Furthermore, how do we maintain engagement 

in books once the children have broken up for 

six weeks of fun? How many children do we fear 

may not so much as look at a book for the next 

42 days?

“If you want your children to be intelligent, read 

them fairy tales. If you want them to be more 

intelligent, read them more fairy tales.” 

Albert Einstein

The Government has ‘reading for pleasure’ firmly 

on the agenda in the new National Curriculum 

and even makes the lyrical claim that reading  

“…opens up a treasure‑house of wonder and  

joy for curious young minds” (NC, 2014, pg 14). 

We know that well‑read children become 

stronger writers, broaden their vocabulary and 

cultural understanding, and generally raise their 

attainment across the curriculum, so we have 

a multitude of reasons for raising the profile 

of reading in school. But, as well as instructing 

children in how to read and giving them the ‘skill’ 

to progress, we also have to instil the ‘will’ to 

freely pick up books. There are endless activities 

and gimmicks that can be introduced into 

school to inspire reading – from “Get caught 

reading competitions” to book fairs and author 

visits. I have no doubt that these activities can 

reignite a love of reading in children who then 

go home to a bedtime story or those who have 

a shelf full of books that they used to enjoy. But 

are these strategies enough to develop robust 

reading habits in children who are resistant to 

the charms of great literature? Can Book Week 

truly inspire life‑long reading for pleasure or do 

televisions and games consoles have a stronger 

magnetic pull?

“More than half (54% of children surveyed) 

prefer watching TV to reading” 

Children’s and Young People’s Reading Today, 

National Literacy Trust, 2012

Why does technology have such an appeal? The 

Hungarian psychologist, Mihaly Cziksentmihalyi 

identified and hypothesised about a state of 

being that he has termed ‘flow’. Cziksentmihalyi 

defines flow as “a state in which people are 

so involved in an activity that nothing else 

seems to matter.” The activity causing the ‘state 

of flow’ would typically be something that 

would create intense enjoyment to the point 

of total absorption. It needs to provide enough 

challenge so as to stimulate the brain and stave 

off boredom, but not too much that the person 

would become frustrated and opt out. If you 

have ever been so engrossed in a book that you 

have left a cuppa to go cold (me), realised that 

darkness has fallen and everyone else has gone 

to bed (me again) or forgotten to pick up your 

children from school (oops, guilty) then you may 

have entered that flow state when reading. That’s 

what getting lost in a book is all about. But you 

may also recognise the above behaviours in 

someone playing a video game or lost in Candy 

Crush Saga. Game designers have known about 

Continued >
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‘flow’ for some time; they have actively designed 

their games with varying levels of difficulty and 

different paths to achieve goals‑ to encourage 

people to find their level, and keep on playing. In 

university psychology studies, console games are 

often used when studying flow as they are one of 

the easiest ways for test subject to enter this state. 

So, if we are competing against the creators 

of technology – as well as the tech itself – for 

children’s attention, then let’s examine our 

competitors and get ‘battle ready’. 

1:  Re-evaluate and refresh the 
product. 

The tech is constantly reinvented and rebranded; 

the consumer reinvests. If the book corner is still 

in its 2010 model, it might need a face lift. Have 

a termly shake about; make a new display. You 

could make a feature of an author’s books, have 

a poetry display or put out some of the ‘Have 

you read this yet?’ books. Have a library cull – 

rehome any damaged, old fashioned looking 

books. Invest in some new books with glossy 

photos, jazzy illustrations and appealing covers. 

The book covers will be judged. Try rotating your 

stock – less is sometimes more, so consider 

boxing up some books and then swapping them 

in after a term so that children see something 

different. If the budget allows, entice the children 

in with a few brand new books tantalisingly 

and prominently displayed. After a while, bring 

out some of the old favourites and let children 

become reacquainted with them. Ensure book 

banded material is not limited to one sole 

scheme – vary the diet by using a variety of 

publishers with different styles.

2: Market the product.

The games industry and hardware manufacturers 

spend millions on advertising and technology 

and then ensure that it is strategically placed to 

encourage purchase. Is your library advertising 

the product? Raise the profile of books by 

conjuring up a display of inviting publications in 

the book corner; add reading motivation posters, 

tasty snippets from current books and engaging 

adverts for new releases. Try to have books 

face on so children easily select their next good 

read. In KS2 consider grouping texts by genre 

to aid choice – books organised alphabetically 

by authors are not always helpful as children 

don’t seem to recognise many authors or book 

titles. Take a picture of each child holding his/her 

favourite book and attach a short summary by 

the child explaining why this book is so special. 

Display this in the book corner so that students 

can read about classmates’ selections and 

expand their knowledge of exciting books to read. 

This gives you an instant focus for a new class 

coming into the room in September, who may be 

unsure of which book to choose.

3: Instil respect for the product.

The tech does not work if it is damaged. Children 

worship the tech and do not lose it, scratch it or 

drop it. Books can be as costly as gadgets – they 

need to be put away carefully and treated with 

respect. Give the book corner the high status 

it deserves‑ show shock if a book is left on the 

floor or slung on the shelf. Have monitors to tidy 

and maintain the area; give them librarian badges 

to suggest the importance of their role. Make a 

big deal of being ‘allowed’ to take home school 

books and agree a contract that they are returned. 

Create an even bigger fuss about any new books 

that are purchased and explain what a special 

reward it is for a child to be the first to take home 

a new book. The biggest privilege of them all 

might be to be lent a personal copy of a book by 

the class teacher or the Head.

Continued >
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4: Model the product.

The tech relies on product placement, 

sponsorship and peer pressure. Purchase posters 

from The School Library Service featuring famous 

role models reading – I especially like the ones 

of footballers. Teachers need to ‘name drop’ 

and recommend books that they are reading. 

Add your own book reviews to the book corner. 

Encourage book recommendations across the 

class and put them up on display. Ask children to 

put oversized book marks into books they would 

recommend before putting them back on the 

shelf. Who do you suggest should read this book 

next and why? Above all, read daily to children 

and as well as a class book, read from books on 

the shelf to get the children interested (including 

sections of longer books in KS2). Choose a 

book that you know will inspire your class and 

transport them on a journey of the imagination.

5: Involve everyone with the product.

The tech engages everyone: it uses elements 

of socialisation, competitive behaviour and 

discussion. Conversely, reading can often be 

viewed as a solitary and wholly unsociable 

activity. The modern concept of a Book Club as 

a forum for socialising and discussing the latest 

literary gems can work just as well in a classroom 

setting. Allow children time to talk about what 

they have been reading and enthuse about 

books they have enjoyed. Add in an element 

of competition: how many books on the class 

recommended list have you read? Children 

could earn points, marbles or small rewards for 

completing books or reading at home with an 

adult. Extra rewards could be given to a pupil 

when another child completes a book that the 

pupil recommended to them. Perhaps duplicate 

copies of some books could be bought so that 

children could pair read and discuss a book with 

a friend, just as they might discuss a TV 

Continued >
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programme they have watched. Older children 

could buddy up with younger children to support 

their reading‑ this can have a huge impact on 

the self‑esteem and reading attainment of both 

children involved. Create a ‘buzz’ about a new 

book – allow children to vote for their favourite 

character or have a discussion about their 

favourite part. Children won’t want to be left out 

so they might be encouraged to read the book. 

This activity works a bit like ‘speed‑dating’: half 

the class sit arranged in an inner circle with the 

rest of the class sat facing them in an outer circle. 

The pairs have two minutes to present each other 

with details of a book they have recently enjoyed 

and maybe they read a little section. At the end of 

the two minutes, the children in the outer circle 

get up and move around one place. When the 

children are back to their original places, each 

child can select the book(s) they would most like 

to read next .

6: Use the competitor’s product.

They say you must keep your friends close and 

your enemies closer. The tech can be a powerful 

ally. More and more schools are harnessing new 

technology to foster positive reading habits in 

children. From E‑readers to tablets, stories on 

portable media, interactive activities on white 

boards or reading programmes online (online 

schemes such as Bugclub – www.bugclub.co.uk 

are popular in many schools). My classes often 

enjoyed listening to poems on CD or short stories 

on online sites like Storynory whilst changing 

for PE (www.storynory.com). Consider buying 

a set of audio books that can be taken home so 

that children can get hooked on books that are 

age appropriate even if they can’t yet read them 

independently and are not read to by an adult at 

home. These audio books will allow developing 

readers to hear language and stories that they 

cannot yet read but their peers can‑ books that 

are appropriate to their age and interest level. 

Otherwise, there is a danger that by the time 

some children can read a book, the content will 

be too childish for them. 

7: Allow time to enjoy the product

Whilst children may carve out their own time 

for electronics, is there a daily slot ring‑fenced 

for reading? We need to set aside time for 

children to ‘get lost in a book’ – a few minutes 

of snatched time doesn’t really allow children 

to become immersed and enter that flow state. 

Is there a school policy for reading in class to 

ensure it doesn’t get squeezed out of the busy 

curriculum? Build in opportunities for children to 

read across the curriculum too – to study books 

related to their science work or history project. 

Consider starting DEAR time: Drop Everything 

And Read‑everything stops at 3pm for dedicated 

reading time across the school.

Continued >
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By Michelle Nicholson

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

michelle.nicholson@hertsforlearning.co.uk

There is no doubt that modern technology 

competes directly with books for children’s 

attention. But that doesn’t mean that the world 

of the written word has nothing to offer. There 

are more children’s books out there than ever 

before and an increasing number of writers 

jostle for attention on the book shelves. There 

is a huge market for the product of ‘children’s 

literature’, as modern authors such as J K Rowling, 

Julia Donaldson and David Walliams are so very 

aware. As teachers, we just need to consciously 

market this product to a highly critical audience 

who demand quality entertainment. And, perhaps 

most importantly, we must match reader ability 

to book difficulty in order to provide just the right 

level of challenge, and maximise enjoyment to 

create that ‘flow’ state.

“I have a passion for teaching kids to become readers. 

To become comfortable with a book, not daunted. 

Books shouldn’t be daunting, they should be funny, 

exciting and wonderful; and learning to be a reader 

gives a terrific advantage.”
Roald Dahl
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Start Making Sense:  
Reciprocal Reading as a Tool to Develop 
Comprehension, Language, and Thinking

I am going to nail my colours to the mast in this first paragraph. Reciprocal reading is a vehicle 

for developing pupils’ comprehension skills and proved to be one of the most effective adaptations I ever 

made to my classroom practice. It served as a powerful complement to all of the dialogic work I had 

engaged with inspired by the likes of Robin Alexander and Aidan Chambers (see reading list at the end of 

this article). It helped engender a love of, and confidence in, expressing, exploring and extending ideas 

and thinking in relation to taught content and the texts shared in class. It’s an approach that has been 

around for longer than most realise (dating back to around 1986 – so not a fad) and, though it requires a 

considerable initial investment of teacher time, it goes on to repay that early effort with huge dividends 

in terms of pupils’ levels of comprehension and independence. It fosters good relationships and children 

loved the way in which it carried an ingrained respect for their own burgeoning maturity and sense 

of self‑sufficiency. Not quite sold on it? Over time, it also frees the class teacher to make better use of 

observation to inform real, meaningful assessment. If you undertake guided reading and struggle with 

the carousel element, it might just turn out to be a (minor) dream come true. 

Don’t just pick your (reading) 
battles – avoid them.

“The reading wars” is a grand‑sounding phrase, 

and rightly so as it describes the epic battle 

between whole language versus phonics reading 

instruction. It feels naughty to define it just so, 

and then to just leave it there but this article 

is not concerned with phonics and decoding. 

Instead let’s look at the phrase in the figurative 

sense. Do we want to associate primary reading 

with conflict? We will at times, but I still have an 

instinctive dislike for the phrase. Nonetheless, it’s 

a figure of speech that is illuminating in other 

ways. Once you’re conscious of the potential 

sites of turmoil around reading, you may see 

more of it than you might first have expected.

Continued >
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 Come with me in making a leap of imagination to Waterstones on a Saturday morning. Can you picture 

it? All those lovely books? It’s here, in what should be my home‑from‑home, we will sometimes hear  

the strange and unsettling cries of the stressed‑out purse‑string holder. Recent cries have included  

the following:

It may sound comical, but seeing all this conflict 

around books, in a bookish environment, strikes 

an uncomfortable chord. It was stressing me 

out. So what about the children? What sorts of 

associations are being made in those moments? 

Your child read a book like this before? Great! 

They are asking you for a book. You’ve done your 

job well there. It’s a good thing that might lead 

to greater things, and it’s all about the long game 

when it comes to reading for pleasure. 

“Stop eating that – it’s a book!”

“That’s too easy – come on –  

you’re a big boy now.”

“Get down –  

that man will tell you off!”

“No Thomas! You’ve had one like 

that before – pick something else!” 

(Subtext: not another Walliams)

“Ha! Jumping on the Gruffalo 

bandwagon much!”

Most perplexing of all was this angrily  

spat nugget in response to a display of  

Julia Donaldson books:

That one puzzled me for days. Poor Julia – 

after all that she’s done for reading.

As to the classroom, conflict might rear its ugly 

head there. For instance, there has been the 

development of the more recent civil war around 

whole class versus guided reading. My immediate 

response to this is that it was never meant to be 

an either/or proposition. Shared, guided (or if 

you like targeted adult support) and independent 

reading are key components of reading 

instruction. Like it or not, the teaching of reading 

should be a carefully‑handled beast and rests on 

different scales of instruction and intervention. 

That said, guided reading is notoriously tricky to 

get right. It took me a long time to feel happy 

with my organisation of these sessions. Points 

of contention might include time constraints, 

the selection of texts, and the management of 

carousels. Invariably, many of these anxieties can 

be alieved if teachers are given the scope to take 

flexible approaches – what do my children need 

this week, with this text, and with their collective 

and individual next steps in mind? 

Continued >
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This brings me back to reciprocal reading.  

One of the benefits of investing time in training 

children in reciprocal teaching approaches is 

that over time it provides children with a means 

of independently managing high quality group 

discussions of reading without direct teacher 

input. With the right training for the children and 

careful quality assurance, this can lead to the 

following outcomes:

•	  it develops comprehension skills at the 

point of reading for children that are good at 

decoding but struggle to comprehend ;

•	  it develops self‑regulation and 

self‑monitoring at the point of reading 

including attending to points at which  

sense/meaning breaks down;

•	  it enhances the quality of expression of ideas, 

thoughts and feelings about a text.

•	  it can free the teacher to carry out the 

very best kind of high quality, immediate 

formative assessment in reading lessons 

•	  it can also address the logistical issues of a 

carousel: What are group X, Y and Z doing 

while you deliver a guided session?  

Reading. And talking about it. Purposefully. 

Excitedly, even.

Reciprocal reading – done well – incorporates 

elements of at least six of what the Education 

Endowment Fund have identified as the most 

effective low cost strategies for making five+ 

months impact on progress – specifically: 

collaborative learning; feedback; metacognition 

and self‑regulation; oral language interventions; 

peer tutoring; and reading comprehension 

strategies. Put like that, it surely warrants further 

investigation, perhaps a trial in one year group.

Sounds good. Details please. 

Essentially, reciprocal reading is based around 

students learning to make good use of four 

key reading strategies that they might not 

otherwise engage at the point of reading. These 

are predicting, questioning, clarifying and 

summarising. Initially the teacher models how to 

apply these skills systematically to chunks of texts. 

It is scaffolding on two levels: 

•	  the teacher as model and guide, whose 

presence recedes as the children become 

proficient in the process;

•	  the process itself provides children with 

mechanisms for deriving meaning and 

identifying where and when sense and 

meaning breaks down.

In most models of reciprocal reading, the 

children are allocated roles that reflect the four 

strategies (so one child works as the predictor, 

while another works as a summariser, and so 

on). All four strategies play a critical role in 

moving the children towards a more automatic 

form of comprehension. So, for example, the 

use of prediction helps to anchor the child in 

the text and encourages them to read on more 

actively – attending to how their predictions pan 

out. A skilled reader will modify their thinking 

in light of further information from the text. An 

overt focus on this strategy encourages greater 

self‑awareness of this as a mature reading skill. 

The roles then rotate in subsequent sessions.  

One child will typically serve as a “boss” in order 

to manage the contributions to the dialogue. This 

is how I ran my reciprocal reading groups for the 

first few years. Over time I became aware that 

there were distinct approaches and mine nudged 

closer towards reciprocal reading’s origins in New 

Zealand. Essentially, the difference here is that, in 

any session, each child takes on and applies all 4 

roles simultaneously, still working systematically 

through the text, a chunk /verse /paragraph at 

a time. It means that all are actively engaged at 

every point and are learning to synthesise the 

discrete roles more fluently. Key to the success of 

the approach is high quality pupil training at the 

outset and a built in model of quality assurance.

Continued >
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Why do I believe it to be one of the single most 

effective tweaks to my practice? Well, obviously 

the gains I saw in terms of comprehension and 

my pupils’ own sense of achievement. There 

was also the sense of agency that it gave my 

children and what that did in turn for their sense 

of purpose and responsibility. They showed 

greater energy in enjoying and interrogating texts 

– sometimes it was like having 5 simultaneous 

book clubs at play in the classroom. That’s a 

pretty joyful – and educationally beneficial – 

thing to have going on around you. Perhaps 

above all else, it complemented the emphasis 

we gave to speaking and listening, to dialogic 

processes, from the outset of the year. We lifted 

the talk sky high, fostered curiosity and intelligent 

exploration and, quite unsurprisingly, the rest 

of their work in other areas of the curriculum 

demonstrated the benefits. Reading in this way 

was a great mix of collaboration and individual 

response that combined to lead to a greater 

good. An act of reading love not war. 

By Martin Galway

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

martin.galway@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Further reading to support the 
development of high quality talk 
around reading

 Alexander, R.J. (2008) Towards Dialogic Teaching: 

rethinking classroom talk (4th edition), Dialogos. 

 Alexander, R.J. (2008) Essays on Pedagogy, 

Routledge, especially pp 72‑172 and 184‑191

 Chambers, A (2011) Tell Me – Children, Reading 

and Talk with The Reading Environment , The 

Thimble Press 

 Roche, M (2015) Developing Children’s Critical 

Thinking Through Picturebooks, Routledge ‑  

see review in this newsletter
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Come to Tea on 
Planet Zum-Zee

by Tony Mitton 
(Orchard Books, 2005)

Come to Tea on Planet Zum‑Zee, is a book 

that will get your tongue twisting around words 

and your feet tapping to its rhythmic delight. 

Written by Tony Mitton, a highly‑respected 

poet, this book is one that no child (or adult) 

will be able to resist. The story begins with 

aliens descending on Planet Zum‑Zee for a tea 

party. The endearing creatures each bring their 

own mouth‑watering dish, and every alien’s 

arrival is announced with their spaceship’s 

landing. Onomatopoeia and a rich variety of 

vocabulary are cleverly used to set the scene 

for a legendary tea party. As the anticipation and 

excitement build, so too does the rhythm. Then 

the bombshell hits: one of the creatures and 

his ‘dollops, all gloopy and blue…[that] quiver 

and shiver like rubbery goo’ is rejected by the 

others. At this point the pace of the rhythm 

slows. However, the problem is quickly resolved; 

an apology is given and the tea party gets into 

full swing. 

I first fell in love with Come to Tea on Planet 

Zum Zee when I was sharing it as a bedtime story 

with my little girl. As I almost rapped the whole 

story, barely taking a breath, both my daughter 

and I found ourselves mesmerised. It was at that 

moment I realised its potential as a shared text 

for children in KS1. Not only could you use this 

book in KS1 to support work around friendship, 

rejection and inclusion, but how about as part of 

a space/planet theme, or perhaps even in music 

because of its strong rhythm? Mostly however, 

I was thinking about how it could be used in 

English as an example of the development of 

tension and resolution in a story. The writing 

outcomes are endless in my mind: from party 

Continued >
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Join one of our trainers for an alien tea party to 

remember at our Take One Book training (see 

details below).

Course suggestions

Take One Book:  

enriching reading and writing at Key Stage 1 

16ENG/017P 

HDC, Stevenage | Tuesday 14th June 2016

Relevant Subscription Site Materials 

Progression papers 

A range of papers outlining progression in 

different text types across all year groups –  

fully aligned with Curriculum 2014.

Planning menus 

A suite of documents for each term, year group 

and text type detailing suitable learning objectives 

based on statements from Curriculum 2014.

invitations to instructions for pin the alien on the 

spaceship; character profiles, recipes for musical 

biscuits, letters of apology and so the list goes on. 

In addition to this, who could resist the 

opportunity, or shall I say excuse, for an alien tea 

party as the audience and purpose for writing? 

Musical biscuits; wiggling, giggling jelly; hovering 

pizza; quivering, shivering, dollops of gloop; a tea 

party not to be missed! 

Review by Sabrina Wright

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

sabrina.wright@hertsforlearning.co.uk



28

Hansel and Gretel 

By Anthony Browne 
(Walker Books,  

ISBN-13: 978-1406318524)

I have always loved a good picture book and 

not just those written for small children. Whilst it 

might seem an easy genre in which to begin life 

as an author, there is a real skill in telling the story 

through either the words or the pictures, and 

indeed an even greater skill to be able to tell the 

story through both at the same time. If you are 

to fully comprehend and enjoy the narrative, you 

need to make sense of the pictures as well as the 

writing. Nobody makes this a more pleasurable 

nor intense pursuit than Anthony Browne.

Anthony Browne is well‑known for the 

symbolism within his illustrations and these 

symbols often run through more than one book. I 

believe Hansel and Gretel is his magnum opus in 

this respect. As Browne states in an article in The 

Guardian (4th July, 2009).

I see Hansel and Gretel as a breakthrough book 

for me, and one of the reasons is because I 

started to apply meaning to the hidden details. 

Whereas in previous books I had treated them 

as little more than doodles in the background, 

in Hansel and Gretel I employed them as 

subtle aids in telling the story. Not only do they 

re‑enforce the main narrative: they also offer an 

insight into extra narrative information that isn’t 

expressed in the text. 

I was introduced to this book by Libby Lee 

(University of Hertfordshire) who was a leading 

teacher at the time. I went on to share it with 

my class and I would say, without hesitation, 

that it inspired the children to craft their writing 

to a standard that, quite frankly, none of us had 

expected. I introduced it to my year 6 class at the 

beginning of a Friday afternoon. I was simply 

Continued >
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My class went on to write their own version 

of the story and published them in handmade 

books. It was that rare kind of unit where they 

were begging to stay in at break and lunch to 

perfect and refine their writing and the books.  

Review by Jane Andrews

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

jane.andrews@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestions

This text is featured in the following training:

More able writers:  

challenge and progress at key stage 2 

This training will run again in the autumn term.

Relevant Subscription Site Materials 

DXYZ sample 

A model for forming responses to texts

Forthcoming Materials

Skills Progression in Speaking and Listening

ensuring they were familiar with this particular 

traditional tale before our unit of English began 

on the Monday. They were so keen to explore 

and discuss the symbolism, they asked to 

forgo double PE and golden time and I had to 

make them leave at 3.15. To this day, we are 

not quite sure what we were supposed to find 

in the symbols but below is a synopsis of our 

understanding (after protracted discussion):

•	  Many shapes resembling witches hats from 

mouse holes to parted curtains to the shapes 

of the trees. Was the stepmother the witch? 

Did they die at the same time? What were 

the clues?

•	  The ‘red dot’. The children decided this was a 

sign of danger and they later wondered if the 

sister was wearing red because she too was 

dangerous – after all she did push a woman 

into an oven to burn to death.

•	  Birds and airplanes. They wondered if this 

had anything to do with freedom but they 

also thought the white bird on top of the 

cottage was a symbol of God and goodness 

and that there was a good spirit watching 

over the children even at this dangerous time.

•	  Bars – they found many instances of 

stripes/vertical lines – on people’s clothing, 

pillowcases, the house, tree trunks etc. They 

decided that the ‘bars’ as they put it were 

present whenever there was stress or worry 

e.g. stripes on Hansel’s pillow because 

he was worried about the conversation 

he had just overheard and no stripes on 

Gretel’s because she was blissfully unaware 

and asleep. They also linked bars to 

imprisonment – culminating in Hansel in the 

cage. They also noticed where the ‘bars’ had 

disappeared.

•	  The mouse on the last page defeated us.  

We couldn’t think what to say about this.

These are just some of my class’s thoughts about 

the pictures they studied. What will you and 

your class make of it? What did Anthony Browne 

intend? Does that matter? Is he happy for us to 

make our own understanding? Take a look at the 

picture of the bed reflected in the dressing table 

mirror. What might be the significance of pink?



30

Developing Children’s Critical Thinking 
through Picturebooks  
A guide for Primary and Early Years Students and Teachers.

Mary Roche 
(Routledge, 2015)

It would be silly for me to say that the quote 

above gives you all the reasons you need to buy 

this book; that in reading it, you’ll know exactly 

how Marlee came to feel this way. It might also 

seem like an especially cheeky way of getting out 

of writing this review. But still, it speaks volumes 

about the content of this book. Mary Roche has 

created a bright, engaging, and academically 

rigorous study of the powerful role that picture 

books play in the primary classroom. She has 

just been highly commended for its significant 

contribution to the teaching of English at the 

UKLA academic book awards.

As you may have gathered from my article 

on reciprocal reading, I place great stock in 

the value of high quality dialogue in the early 

years and primary classroom. In an era of high 

stakes accountability and a not‑so‑slimmed 

down curriculum, the critical and central role 

of speaking, listening – thinking even – can 

fall prey to the relentless march towards the 

next prescribed element of our relatively girthy 

English and maths programmes of study. Fairly 

regularly, I am asked to speak about the best 

ways in which to provide stretch and challenge 

for children or to share some tried and tested 

ways in which to foster the highest standards in 

writing. At times, there is almost a tangible sense 

of disappointment when the “magic bullet” that 

I offer centres on choosing excellent texts, and 

giving the time and space to appreciate and 

explore them through careful dialogue around 

their explicit and implicit messages. In fact, it has 

often been described as “brave” to take the time 

to share a book and spend quality time on it. The 

longer we spend thinking about this notion, the 

more inevitably sad it seems.

Roche believes very firmly in the power of the 

good and great of literature, focusing here on 

mining the eternally rich literary seam of the 

picture book. The status of picture books has 

never been higher, fuelled by combination of 

years of thought‑provoking, beautiful releases 

and a rapidly growing community of picture  

book advocates (see the end of this article for a 

selection of blogs/websites). Roche’s book serves 

as a fantastic primer for getting the most from the 

best of this exciting form. It provides a theoretical 

foundation (both in terms of pedagogic and 

formal concerns) and covers the use of critical 

thinking and dialogic approaches to deepen 

children’s understanding and their own use of 

language. The book is alive with real classroom

Continued >

“Thinking is a bit like swimming because it takes a while to get 
good at it but soon you can go deeper.” 

(Marlee, aged 9) [quoted on pg. 8]
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practice and a sense of purpose (“…to deepen 

understanding of more equitable forms of 

literacy pedagogy”, and to develop readers  

“who can look beneath the surface and 

challenge any assumptions and premises that 

may be hidden there and who can examine 

their own assumptions and discuss them with 

others.” That sounds good to me). Through its 

case studies, anecdotes and appendices, it offers 

up a bevy of books ripe for exploding young 

minds, in the best possible sense. Some of 

these books are tried‑and‑tested widely‑known 

classics, but I have Mary to thank for subjecting 

my debit card to further abuse in the pursuit of 

new, unknown pleasures. It even has me excited 

about a book about eels – I certainly didn’t see 

that coming.

Review by Martin Galway

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

martin.galway@hertsforlearning.co.uk

This book joins the ranks of some of my  

favourite writing on children’s reading – from 

Aidan Chamber’s Tell Me through to last year’s 

Opening Doors to Famous Poetry and Prose by 

Bob Cox. All share the same message: it may 

well be “brave” to linger on a good book in the 

primary classroom, to enjoy it and then explore 

it in depth, but to use a time‑honoured quote: 

fortune favours the brave. More importantly, it  

will favour the children in your charge.  

Highly recommended.

Discover new Books through Blogs 
and Twitter

Besides the usual websites that we recommend 

to help find the next great book to set your class 

alight, there’s a vital and growing community 

of blogs and websites devoted to the best of 

children’s literature. Here’s a list of some of the 

very best:

Well worth following on Twitter

@playbythebook  

everything book related for children

@magpiethat  

picture books, picture books, picture books

@pbooksblogger  

picture books, illustration

@pbookmakers  

takes you behind the scenes

@Mat_at_Brookes  

children’s books advocate par excellence

@marygtroche  

the author of Developing Critical Thinking herself

@maybeswabey  

aka The Book Sniffer – picture book fanatic

@librarymice 

book lover and blogger

Blogs and Websites

Booksforkeeps.co.uk

Mrripleysenchantedbooks.com 

an extensive listing for other book‑related  

blogs. Not all for children but plenty of interest 

for primary.

bookloverjo.wordpress.com 
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