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How many of us profess a deep love for 

poetry and keep volumes by the bedside to delve 

into at every opportunity? In reality, very few. It 

is something we are all familiar with and have 

studied ourselves at school and there may be 

particular poems or poets that stick in our minds. 

I have a soft spot for Dylan Thomas which began 

on YouTube. My grandparents were from South 

Wales and I was captivated when a cousin sent 

me this link for ‘A Childhood Christmas’ (Youtube: 

Dylan Thomas, 1952: A Child’s Christmas in Wales, 

A Story - Recorded at Steinway Hall, NY).

If I ask teachers how they feel about poetry, I 

often get a ‘Marmite’ response – they love it 

or hate it. Whichever camp you belong to, or 

perhaps somewhere in between, see what you 

think of the ideas below.

When writing, in their eagerness to get it all right, 

children sometimes struggle to hit the right tone 

for the reader. One of the key issues in the past 

was children thinking that they had to use the
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A Poet Before you Know it

Continued from the front page

‘wowiest’ word available in a thesaurus rather 

than the ‘right’ word. There may also be lengthy 

success criteria that children are working 

towards and if this is not focused on effect on 

the reader and the purpose of the writing it can 

send the outcome awry. The following shows 

how a poetry unit, designed to build vocabulary 

before a narrative or non-fiction unit, can lift their 

understanding of how well-chosen language 

transports the reader into the writing. They will 

learn to paint a picture with words and play with 

the reader’s emotions.

With free verse poetry they don’t need to worry 

about clause structures and, in fact, this is a place 

where it is legal to play with and often break the 

rules. Poetry can help children love language and 

encourage them to play with it. They can then 

take these techniques through to other writing 

opportunities.

Let’s imagine we have an upcoming narrative or 

non-fiction unit on dragons. Spend a week on 

the following free verse ideas which will build 

the children’s vocabulary and help them consider 

how this language affects the reader. A shared 

read of Jackie Morris’s wonderful text, ‘Tell Me 
A Dragon’ might be a good starting point and a 

way of firing up their creative juices.

With all of the vocabulary building approaches, 
it is essential that you provide vocabulary. 
Some words they probably know but don’t use 
themselves and a few words they might not 
know but would be very useful.

Acrostic

This helps children consider whether the 

vocabulary is appropriate for the effect they wish 

to create. Is your dragon friendly, a hero, deadly? 

Generate as many words as possible that might 

relate to your dragon beginning with each letter 

- the teacher should also add some. A variety of 

pictures would support this process. Select the 

words which describe the creature you have 

in mind. The teacher could model on another 

subject e.g. ‘TEACHERS’ Now, let those words set 

the tone for the rest of the line:

D ragons

R age screaming from deadly eyes

A ngry fire destroying everything in its path

G igantic eyes, never missing a trick

N oxious breath

S cales like a knights armour, shielding 

from attack

O dorous steam streaming from its 

cavernous nostrils

Continued >
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Cut up poem

Take a short poem or a verse from a poem you 

will be studying. There are two ways you can  

‘cut it up’. 

Simile and metaphor

I’m sure we’ve all seen a variety of inappropriate 

similes. I’ve seen ‘as white as ice cream’ to show 

how white somebody had turned in fear. We 

have only to ask the children if they want to put 

a picture of an ice cream into somebody’s mind 

while building the tension in our story and they 

realise it’s inappropriate. This approach helps 

them to consider how to develop appropriate 

Print it double-line spaced and then cut 

up the lines. Place them in an envelope 

and the children will put the lines in 

an order they believe makes sense. 

Sometimes they begin with the only line 

that starts with a capital letter and put it 

at the top and then place the line ending 

with a full stop at the bottom. Poems 

don’t always give such clues and this is 

immediately something to discuss. There 

is no wrong and right about the order 

they create, rather it is the conversations 

evolving from why they think they should 

go in this order.

1

Rather than cut up each individual word, 
you can type the poem and then cut and 
paste each word onto the next page in 
alphabetical order. If the word appears 
three times then paste it three times.

2

With both of these approaches, the children  

can often talk quite knowledgeably about the 

poem before ever reading it. I might choose 

poems about animals e.g. My Brother Bert by  
Ted Hughes or Penguins on Ice by Celia Warren. 

similes and metaphors. We start with the clichés 

such as ‘As light as ….’ and the children respond ‘a 

feather’. We then model how to push this simile 

by explaining that I could think of something 

lighter. I would need to think of something really 

small, like a fairy. Then I would push it to find 

something even smaller like a fairy’s eyelash 

and then a tear drop. Now I have as light as the 

teardrop on the end of a fairy’s eyelash. Again, 

this is only appropriate if I want something as 

lovely as a fairy in the reader’s mind. Going 

back to my dragons I might have ‘its fire is like a 

scorching wind striking down anything in its path’. 

I could then change that to a metaphor by saying 

that ‘its fire, a scorching wind, striking down 

anything in its path.’ 

Consequences

First of all, decide as a whole class the feeling we 

want to create about our dragon i.e. dangerous, 

endangered, friendly etc. Mine is ‘dangerous’. The 

grammar exemplified is for Year 4 but you would 

choose word classes appropriate for your class. 

Fold a piece of paper in half and half again, creating 

4 columns down the page. Write four verbs, one in 

each column to describe your dragon:

screeching tearing attacking swooping

one some a few

breath nostrils eyes scales

beside with under beneath

Fold the paper over and pass to the next person. 

Write four determiners.

Fold the paper over and pass to the next person. 

Write four nouns.

Fold the paper over and pass to the next person. 

Write four prepositions.

Continued >
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The paper is then passed to the next person.  

Each column contains words that must be in  

that line/verse but in any order and with any  

other language:

One deadly breath 

blasts from the giant 

suddenly he is screeching to a halt  

beside me

You may need to remind the children of the 

features of that word class – or leave it as an 

assessment activity and find out what they do/

don’t know. 

The above approaches for developing appropriate 

vocabulary through free verse poetry might also 

be applied to themes e.g. ‘adventure’, ‘excitement’, 

‘nature’s wonders’. This allows children to develop 

vocabulary together but then to create very 

individual poems. Always make it clear that we  

are choosing words which have a desired effect. 

Review by Jane Andrews

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

jane.andrews@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Did you know that Herts for 
Learning’s Primary English and 
maths teams have launched a blog? 

So far, a broad range of articles and reviews have 

been added, offering ideas, strategies and tools 

to develop subject knowledge and classroom 

practice. Early feedback has been excellent and 

we are delighted to see how far and wide around 

the globe our articles have been read.

You can find the full length edition of this article, 

with lots of additional information to support 

spelling instruction, here: 

blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk

?

mailto:jane.andrews%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=A%20Poet%20Before%20you%20Know%20It
http://blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk
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Do-be-do-be-do
(or why the simplest verbs 
can be trickiest to explain)

It’s not my intention to start this off on 

a controversial note, but I have never really been 

a fan of Frank Sinatra. Still, I can’t help thinking 

of him when I recall the silly reminder relating to 

verbs that I sometimes gave the children that I 

taught: just remember what we use if we forget 

our lyrics - “do-be-do-be-do” (usually shared to 

the tune of Strangers in the Night). Do and Be: 

arguably verbs in a nutshell, but - as we are all 

increasingly aware with the shifts towards higher 

stakes around the retention and application 

of grammar knowledge - definitions and 

mnemonics are highly fallible beasts.

Let’s shift to something a little less slippery...

Nouns. Lovely things aren’t they? So straight 

forward. So practical. So - largely - concrete.  

So fundamental in servicing our linguistic 

instincts that they are (always?) the first words 

we say and underpin our early, growing 

understanding of the world around us. As  

early sounds turn to early words, so the  

labelling begins:

Mum

Dad

Wahoo! Junior said ‘Mum’!

Wahey! Junior said ‘Dad’!

Little one:

Little one:

Parents:

Parents:

[Cue loving exchange of looks]  

[Cue end theme tune]

And so it goes... With support, noun turns to noun 

phrase and we’re off and away. When I deliver any 

kind of grammar training, I invariably spend some 

time considering the typical linguistic journey of 

younger children, in order that we have a shared 

understanding of what lies beneath the particular 

learning that we are looking at, whether it be Year 

3, 4, 5 or 6 or beyond. If the training is for upper 

key stage 2, it is invariably a breakneck speed 

tour of the wonderful journey that children go on 

from birth, through the early years and onwards. 

At this point, it is only right that we just take a 

moment to celebrate the miraculous, joyous, and 

very challenging job that early years colleagues 

do in taking account of, and responding to, 

inevitably wide-ranging starting points in terms of 

early language acquisition.

Nouns then. Straight forward and uncomplicated 

(he says, discreetly pushing abstract nouns under 

the carpet with a surreptitious slide of the foot). 

But what of verbs? Verbs are what we like to call 

the engine of a clause (and of sentences too). It’s 

important that from early on we establish the 

critical linguistic importance of nouns and verbs 

to help us communicate in speech and in writing. 

Let’s consider some of the earliest sentences that 

we might encounter in our early reading.

First we have Ned’s Noise Machine (Rigby Star, 
2000) :’ It can go pop’. Straight-forward in terms 

of decoding, but so far as verbs go, a verb phrase 

with a handy modal pointing out the latent 

possibility that the machine will, at some point, 

go pop.

Next we have Curly to the Rescue (Stepping 
Stones, 2013): “The spider smiled.” Perfect. 

Simple. Elegant. To-the-point. A classic sentence 

for an early reader/writer: Subject + verb, and 

that’s your lot.

No visit to the world of early scheme books 

would be complete without an encounter 

with Kipper – Oxford Reading Tree’s stripy-

jumpered hero. Here, in the well-loved classic, 

The Wobbly Tooth, the sentences move on to 

include the object. The sentences throughout 

are reliably arranged in a classic subject-verb 
(phrase)-object form with the exception of some 

interludes of direct speech/reporting clause. 

Here’s a typical example: “Dad wanted to pull it 
out.” An innocuous enough sentence until the 

full horror of the accompanying illustration is 

revealed (Dad brandishing a pair of pliers at least 

as big as Kipper himself. Run Kipper. Run like your 

life depends on it!).

Continued >

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Rigby-Star-Guided-Reception-Machine/dp/0433026545
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What is notable in these particular early 

sentences is that the verb (or at least part of  

the verb phrase) is recognisable in terms of how 

we might have once defined a verb: a doing 

word. But central to many of the early sentences 

children will be expected to read or write are 

those trickier-to-define “being” words. She is 

happy. I was scared. Try to explain the concept 

of being to a five year old. Actually don’t! Time 

is precious in Key Stage 1 and you have more 

pressing concerns. It’s why we advocate having 

something like this on display/on mats/in books 

in the KS1 classroom:

to be

am

is

arewere

was

beingbeen

to have

have

having

hashad

If you read Deborah Myhill’s ‘Essential Primary 
Grammar’ (and you should), she might also make 

a case for the use of a chart for the verb ‘to have’:

As Myhill says: “It is helpful for children to 

understand that be and have are verbs, and to 

recognise all the various forms of these verbs. 

..helpfully, these verbs are always verbs, whereas 

with many other words in a sentence, we have 

to work out whether it is a verb, or a noun, or 

an adjective depending on its context.” [Myhill, 

2016, Open University Press] Given their helpfully 

secure status as verbs (consider how the word 

‘tap’ can function as noun or verb or adjective 

as in ‘tap shoes’), we can avoid convoluted 

explanations and definitions in accounting for 

the “being” verbs and instead highlight them 

much as we might highlight “tricky” or “common 

exception” words – these are verbs: you need to 

know these, you just do…here they are.

NB: do not label as tricky verbs - they’re not – 

they’re frequently used in spoken language 

and should not be seen as challenging in their 

simplest form. When they are used as auxiliaries 

to form progressives or the perfect form, that’s a 

different matter.

So why do we need to secure this understanding? 
As much as there have been outcries about the 

current focus on the teaching and assessment 

of grammar, there are strong arguments to be 

made around fostering a better understanding of 

the mechanics of our language. In doing so we 

are more likely to support greater proportions of 

children in writing with increased clarity and to 

better effect.

It’s what you do with this learning – how you 

allow it to inform better reading and writing – 

that really matters. True, knowing that “was” is 

a verb will help children to tackle the following, 

notorious question from the KS1 GPS sample 

materials :

Circle the verbs in the sentence below.

Yesterday was the school sports day 
and Jo wore her new running shoes.

The relative complexity of this question has been 

tackled in some depth in Bas Aart’s online article 
‘Booby traps’ in the SPaG test.

If we were to familiarise our students with the 

various forms of the verb “to be”, at least part of 

that question (‘was’) is easily addressed.

Continued >

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Essential-Primary-Grammar-Debra-Myhill/dp/0335262384
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Essential-Primary-Grammar-Debra-Myhill/dp/0335262384
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But is that really the extent of learning that we 
are looking for? Hopefully not. Instead, for many 

of our youngest learners, developing an early 

sense of conventional sentences, having a surer 

grasp of what a noun (or pronoun) is, and how 

a verb helps us to express something about it, is 

likely to help combat the seemingly perennial 

issue of where to place that most tricky of 

punctuation marks: the wandering full stop.

So what might help develop a deeper 

understanding of the behaviour of these crucial 

words. How might we learn to identify and work 

with those shape-shifting verbs that are so critical 

to powering up our simplest and best sentences? 

Here are some ideas:

Read a lot. Read the right books. Build 

up the sense of a sentence and note the 

central role of nouns as subjects, and 

verbs. (The DfE’s Developing Early Writing 

has an excellent chapter, Developing the 

Concept of a Sentence, that remains very 

useful in this regard);

Take passages from books and remove 

the verbs. Read aloud with the class 

and – hopefully – swiftly establish the 

following: “Hang about! This doesn’t make 

sense, does it?” Children should be able to 

make suggestions to replace the missing 

verbs. Once the text has been restored 

sufficiently to make sense, compare with 

the original. Is our version better? Which 

verbs would we keep or replace?

Spot the Odd One Out, taken from Pie 
Corbett’s Jumpstart grammar works like a 

treat to promote deeper thinking. Prepare 

a text that has all of the verbs highlighted 

or emboldened. Now highlight/embolden 

one or two words that are not functioning 

as verbs. Challenge children to identify 

these exceptions and support them in 

articulating how they know that they are 

the odd ones out, and not verbs. Bringing 

in these “odd ones out” takes children 

beyond the usual level of thinking required 

to simply identify a given word class (e.g. 

circle the verbs).

Hilary Robinson and Nick Sharratt’s 
Mixed Up Fairy Tales provides an excellent 

means for securing not just noun and 

verb parts of a sentence but also the 

1

2

3

4

overall structure of the most basic sentences. As 

a split page book, its micro-narratives rest on 

each section carrying out a common linguistic 

function. As a result the second strip on every 

single page works as a verb part (together with an 

object). A typical page looks like this:

Little Red Riding Hood

put on a bright red cape

and was pounced on by a wolf disguised as

Little Red Riding Hood’s granny

The division of the page into strips allows the 

children to flip the strips randomly or according 

to whim, and create new and surprising 

combinations – such as the following:

Little Red Riding Hood

grew and grew to the size of a house

and rubbed a dusty old lamp out of which popped

a handsome prince

Exploring sentences in this way is not just 

entertaining but can serve to strengthen the 

developing sense of this notoriously tricky 

concept . Early work may well focus strictly on 

the first two strips. Moving from reading into 

writing, children could be supported to record 

character names from recently-shared or well-

loved books and then encouraged to develop 

a verb phrase or verb and complement to 

complete the sentence. Pretty soon, enough 

strips can be created to make their own version 

of the Mixed Up book.

It might look like this:

Page 1

Traction Man

rescued the terrified farm animals

Page 2

Farmer Duck

sadly ploughed the field

Continued >

http://www.sassoonfont.co.uk/fonts/sas/pri_lit_dev_wrtng_005501.pdf
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Jumpstart-Grammar-Games-activities-ages/dp/0415831105
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Jumpstart-Grammar-Games-activities-ages/dp/0415831105
http://www.hilaryrobinson.co.uk/book/mixed-up-fairy-tales/
http://www.hilaryrobinson.co.uk/book/mixed-up-fairy-tales/
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Mixed up Reading

Traction Man

sadly ploughed the field

In the process of creating this sort of strip book, 

the children have further explored the noun/

verb components of fairly basic, conventional 

sentences and have also produced a model 

to serve as a future reminder of what they 

have learned. Overtime, they can extend their 

sentences to four strips which in turn will 

reinforce later work on conjunctions.

Of course, knowing that a noun is a noun and a 

verb is a verb (and, sometimes, what looks like a 

noun is a verb, and vice versa) is just one small 

part of the vast linguistic adventure playground 

that children run, swing, jump and slide through 

in their time with us at primary school. It’s what 

we do (and be) with those magical words that 

really matters.

By Martin Galway

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

martin.galway@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestions

Take One Book: enriching reading and writing 
at Key Stage 1 (16ENG/025P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Thursday 13th October 2016

mailto:martin.galway%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Do-be-do-be-do%20%28or%20why%20the%20simplest%20of%20verbs%20can%20be%20trickiest%20to%20explain%29
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/025P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/025P
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Building Up an Appetite for Excellence  
in KS2 through Quality Shared Writing

Shared writing: 

two little words that can mean so 
many things to so many people!

In my opinion, shared writing is one of 

the hardest pedagogical skills to master. And you 

want to get it right. After all, it can take a long 

time to plan; it can also be fairly labour intensive 

in its delivery, so it needs to give a lot back if it 

is to become a regular feature of your teaching 

repertoire. But most importantly, you want to get 

it right, because when done well, shared writing 

can be transformational. A big claim I know. But 

it’s true. I’ve seen it with my own eyes! In my mind, 

helping children to become better writers, starts by 

helping children to believe that they are capable of 

great writing. Shared writing can do this! 

Pie Corbett (a guru in this arena) doesn’t pull any 

punches on the matter of shared writing. He 

states that if you are not doing shared writing, 

you are not actually teaching writing at all. It 

is a bold statement but I have to agree with 

him. Yes – in order for your children to become 

fluent, creative, and reflective writers, you need 

to direct them to read lots, write lots, discuss 

at length, play with words, know grammatical 

terms (debateable!), proof read, edit and 

improve, magpie etc … etc… but if you are not 

actually writing in front of them, and adding a 

commentary to the invisible processes that are 

taking place inside your head whilst doing so, 

then any other efforts you are making to improve 

children’s writing standards may not be having 

the desired impact. 

So if shared writing is the answer, why then, don’t 

we spend more time in school devoted to the 

task of perfecting this pedagogical art? It might 

be due to the fact it does not offer a quick fix. 

Shared writing will undoubtedly improve writing, 

but it will not do so overnight. From a teaching 

perspective, shared writing takes a long time to 

get right. And from a pupil’s perspective, shared 

writing works best when pupils experience it little 

and often, over time. 

And there is another point to consider. Let’s not 

beat around the bush here: 

Shared writing requires 

bravery on the part 
of the teacher.

Continued >
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From my extensive work with teachers on this 

subject, I know that the following questions are 

often at the forefront of teachers’ minds when 

contemplating planning a shared writing session.

How do I keep the children  
on-task whilst I am modelling? 

How do I prevent the session  
from becoming too passive? 

Won’t there be too much  
‘teacher talk’?

How do I manage the different stages 
of the process: how long do I spend 
on ‘teacher demonstration’, ‘teacher 
scribing’, ‘supported composition’?

What about my own writing skills?  
How can I write ambitious, well-pitched 
texts off the top of my head? How do I 
incorporate the grammar features that 
my children need whilst listening to 

their contributions?

The list could go on…

With these concerns in mind, it is therefore a 

brave teacher who stands in front of a class of 

lukewarm writing enthusiasts and shares with 

them a piece of writing that they believe is 

so perfectly pitched that it is worth lingering 

over, and does so in an engaging way that 

inspires enthusiasm for the writing process. 

This is no doubt why Ofsted lament the lack 

of shared writing that they see happening in 

classrooms! I am absolutely sure that it does 

happen, but behind closed doors.

So, after much time spent behind closed 

doors trying to get this approach right, here 

are my tried and tested top tips for making 

shared writing successful: 

This is absolutely essential. It isn’t cheating. It is 

good planning. By writing the text that you intend 

to share with the children beforehand, you have 

given yourself the time and space to ensure that:

•	  It contains the writing features that you want 

the children to develop in their own writing 

e.g. expanded noun phrases to clarify and 

add detail.

•	  It models how to bridge the gap between 

reading and writing. If you want the children 

to understand that a way to improve writing 

is to magpie/borrow/steal from writers 

who are currently better at it than they are, 

then you should model this by magpieing 

lovely words/phrases/sentences from the 

reading material that you and the children 

pawed over during phase 1 of the teaching 

sequence.

•	  You have identified key places within the text 

where you want to pause in order to draw 

the children’s attention to a key writing skill 

that you have used and want them to mimic 

later on in their own writing e.g. after writing 

a sentence from your prepared piece in front 

of the children, you could model how to 

review and evaluate the writing by saying: 

‘I am really pleased with this sentence 

because it really helps the reader to gain 

a picture of my character in the very first 

sentence. I used an expanded noun phrase 

to help me do that. Can you spot it? You 

could try starting your writing with an 

expanded noun phrase too.’

•	  The pitch of the writing is just right for your 

class. Specifically, it needs to be ambitious 

and aspirational; just above the current 

writing standard of the majority of the class. 

In this sense, the teacher demonstration 

element of the shared writing approach 

is crucial as it allows you, from the outset, 

Top Tip Number 1:

Be prepared and write one beforehand!

Continued >
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and before the children have even had the 

chance to formulate a potentially mediocre 

sentence in their heads, to set the bar high. It 

forces the children to aim that bit higher than 

they perhaps would have if you had dived 

too early into teacher scribing. Put simply, 

teacher demo eliminates mediocracy and 

elevates expectation. 

Top Tip Number 2:

Aim high!

Top Tip Number 3:

Make it stick

My advice would be to avoid beginning a shared 

writing session with the following words: ‘so 
how do you think we should begin?’ In doing 

so, we are allowing the children to set the bar 

of expectation for us and, worst case scenario, 

this could be quite low. Instead, remember 

that shared writing has the power to be 

transformational and to support children towards 

writing in a way that is above their current 

achievement. Instead, we might begin by saying, 

‘I have had a good think about how I could 
start this piece of writing in a way that will 
really help the reader understand what a nasty 
piece of work this character is, and this is what 
I have opted for…’ We then continue in this way, 

sharing each sentence/phrase/word and voicing 

our rationale for selecting it. 

Shared writing is a stepping stone towards 

independent writing. Ultimately we want the 

children to be able to produce a splendid piece of 

writing on their own, utilising all of the scaffolds 

that we have provided along the way. When 

this time comes, we expect them to be able to 

bring forth all of the language that they have 

encountered throughout the unit and use it to 

create their own masterpiece. If this is to happen, 

the language that they have encountered along 

the way must have been given time to stick; to 

have left a trace. So we must plan in ample time 

for the children to embed the language of the 

shared writing piece. This will involve the children 

saying the words of the text many times over, 

but in creative and engaging ways so that the 

task does not become repetitive. Here are my 

preferred methods:

•	  Memorise it: after sharing and recording a 

sentence, or phrase, in front of the children, 

remove it from view, and challenge the 

children to recall the whole thing. Children 

could work in pairs so one child is checking 

that they haven’t missed any words whilst 

the other is speaking. Reward any children 

who get it spot on.

•	  Repeat it: pause after writing a sentence 

and ask them to repeat it in: a scary voice; a 

whisper; so that it sounds like a question etc. 

The class could vote on the scariest/craziest 

etc rendition.

•	  Talking Tennis: invite pairs to repeat the 

sentence that has just been shared one 

word/or phrase at a time. 

•	  Perform it: after having written the piece  

in front of the children, hand out sentences/

or paragraphs to groups of children and 

challenge them to learn their section of by 

heart so that they can perform it in unison 

to the class. They can vary their voices, add 

actions, or even sound effects to aid the 

performance.

Instantly, your shared writing sentence comes to 

life and the teacher vs child talk ratio is rebalanced. 

Which leads me onto my next top tip…

Continued >
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Top Tip Number 4:

Keep them busy!

My experience has taught me that it is best to 

avoid passivity in a shared writing session. You 

don’t want the children using this as some 

unexpected down-time, the words aimlessly 

washing over their heads. Ideally, you want the 

shared writing session to be awash with physical 

and mental busyness, so that the children are not 

given a chance to slip off-task.

•	  Shared writing doesn’t have to be static. 

Have the children rushing round the space 

on language hunts e.g. ‘I have come up with 

three possibilities for the next sentence, 

which I have placed around the room. You 

have three minutes to read each one and 

then stand by the one that you think is 

most effective’.

•	  Allocate roles. Individual children (or pairs) 

can be given the following responsibilities 

during the session to ensure that they remain 

alert and engaged: Spell Master, Thesaurus 

Sleuth, Behaviour Spotter (this child/children 

can be asked to look out for excellent 

listeners, contributors etc and feedback  

at the end of the session).

Shared writing provides us with an excellent 

opportunity to model and develop the kind of 

writing behaviours and attitudes that we want 

to foster in our children. When combined with 

teacher scribing, where children are carefully 

supported to contribute to the text, shared writing 

can have a powerful influence on children’s own 

perception of themselves as writers. It helps 

them see themselves as capable of creating great 

writing, of which they are not yet able to produce 

unaided. This slowly carves out a child’s identity 

as a writer and in turn it makes them even more 

receptive to the writing guidance that we offer 

them. Well planned shared writing opens their 

eyes to the effect that they can create through 

their writing; it fosters a love of writing and 

encourages them to see it not just as a pedantic 

task, but as a creative outlet through which they 

can both express themselves and influence the 

hearts and minds of those who read their work. 

When this is achieved, we can safely say that 

shared writing has worked and that the children 

have found their appetite for excellence.

By Penny Slater

Deputy Lead Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

penny.slater@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestions

Shared writing deconstructed: unpicking a 
process for raising standards in writing in Years 
5 and 6 (16ENG/059P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Monday 10th October 2016

Shared writing deconstructed: unpicking a 
process for raising standards in writing in Years 
3 and 4 (16ENG/024P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Monday 17th October 2016

mailto:penny.slater%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Building%20up%20an%20Appetite%20for%20Excellence%20in%20KS2%20through%20Quality%20Shared%20Writing
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/059P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/059P
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/024P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/024P
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Move over grammar: 

here comes spelling!

There is no denying the fact that the  

National Curriculum 2014 has catapulted spelling 

at KS2 into the literacy limelight, and the interim 

assessment framework (ITAF) document has 

further intensified the focus of attention on 

this. The ITAF states that in order for children to 

meet a standard they will need to demonstrate 

attainment of all of the statements – including 

those related to spelling.

You will find the following statements in the blurb 

of ‘English Appendix 1: Spelling’:

‘This appendix provides examples of words 

embodying each pattern which is taught. Many 

of the words listed as ‘example words’ for years 

1 and 2, including almost all those listed as 

‘exception words’, are used frequently in pupils’ 
writing, and therefore it is worth pupils learning 

the correct spelling….

The word lists for Years 3 and 4 and Years 5 and 

6 are statutory. The lists are a mixture of words 
pupils frequently use in their writing and those 

which they often misspell. Some of the listed 

words may be thought of as quite challenging, 

but the 100 words in each list can easily be taught 

within the four years of Key Stage 2 alongside 

other words that teachers consider appropriate.’

Making sure that there is a commitment to 

the direct teaching of spelling throughout the 

primary years is something that schools have 

been focusing on and will want to continue to 

concentrate on to get it right, but at the same 

time many are asking the question: 

How do I get the pupils to use the words 
frequently in their writing (as is implied 
in the National Curriculum) without 
shoe-horning them in?

This is a fair question, without a doubt. 

Nobody wants the loveliness of the children’s 

writing to be marred by shoe-horning particular 

words in. Rather what we would hope is that 

Continued >
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children will gain an understanding of the  

words they encounter; that they add these to 

their ever-growing bank of vocabulary and that 

these words are then selected to create effect, 

refine writing and to craft a treasure for their 

reader to enjoy.

For children to have a deep and long lasting 

understanding of the words they are learning, 

and for them to be able to use them frequently 

in their writing a variety of teaching approaches 

are needed. Repeated encounters in different 

contexts; direct vocabulary instruction and varied 

usage whilst maintaining a healthy relationship 

with an increasingly complex body of words  

are key. 

Below are some suggestions where children may 

have the opportunity to encounter and engage 

with their spelling words outside of the direct 

spelling session:

•	  Exposure and attention drawn to words with 

the embodying pattern, during whole class 

or guided reading lessons. When sharing 

a text with the children, select words in 

advance that you will discuss. Consider how 

useful the chosen words will be and whether 

children will have a meaningful opportunity 

to apply these in their own writing in the 

future. Collect these words together for 

application in writing.

•	  Activities to engage with words in creative 

and fun ways, is another possibility. Activities 

such as Pointless, Word Bingo, Treasure 

Hunt Games and Word Ladders are a few of 

these (refer to the Herts for Learning Autumn 

2015/Spring 2016 English Newsletters for 

the activities above). During these sessions 

provide opportunities for children to work 

in pairs and small groups, to ensure that 

children are learning from one another rather 

than just displaying knowledge.

•	  Display words with the embodying pattern 

on working walls or other displays across 

the curriculum, and include words with 

the embodying patterns in resources and 

scaffolds to support children’s independent 

writing.

•	  Include words with the embodying patterns 

and from the word lists during modelled 

writing. Be sure to be prepared in advance. 

Having a go yourself will reveal the 

complexity of the task. Externalise and share 

the thinking involved in the word choices 

you have made. Ultimately, it can be used as 

a reference point for the pupil’s own writing. 

Draw the children’s attention to the words 

you have included and be explicit about the 

connection to the spellings they have learnt. 

There is no denying that for some children, some 

of the words will be particularly challenging; 

the National Curriculum itself states that some 

will think this. Nevertheless, there is a real case 

to be made for the use of challenging texts and 

models: texts that have been written “up”, with 

an appropriate range of words (from the spelling 

curriculum), to help shape, drive and lift the 

writing, but also the expectation that children will 

then assimilate and apply these words in their 

own writing.

Recently, we put together a Year 5 writing 

portfolio to use in training and although it ‘ticked’ 

many of the boxes I didn’t feel it exemplified the 

spelling expectations as it should. I wasn’t overly 

comfortable sharing it as age-related. The child 

in question was a fantastic speller, but wasn’t 

applying what he had learnt during direct spelling 

sessions to his writing. As I searched through 

the word list for Y5/6, I couldn’t help but think 

that the whole piece would have been lifted by 

selecting some of the words from the word list 

and including these. 

As I stated earlier, since the complexity of the  

task is often revealed when you have a go 

yourself, I thought I’d do just that. A colleague  

has recently adapted a task from an old KS2 

Writing SATs paper (2001) to demonstrate the 

process, so I thought I’d attempt it for myself. 

Below are two paragraphs: one I have written 

without using the words from the Year 5/6  

word list and the other I have.

(Note: words taken from the word list are 
indicated in bold) 

Continued >



14

Not using words from Y5/6 word list:

The light on the bag was a great idea, especially 
when it was getting dark and I needed to find my 

keys. Unfortunately, it had no cover so it broke. 

The handles make it difficult to carry. Although 

it could fit a lot of my school equipment, I am 

not sure that I would recommend this bag to 

my friends. I think that you should change the 

position of the handle and the design of the light. 

Thank you for the chance to trial this bag; I’m 

sure it will be wonderful when the changes  

have been made.

Using words from Y5/6 word list:

The light on the bag was an excellent idea, 

especially when it was getting dark and I needed 

to find my keys. Unfortunately, it had no cover 

so it broke. The handles have been attached 

in such a way that the bag is awkward to carry. 

Although it could accommodate a lot of my 

school equipment, I am not sure that I would 

recommend this bag at the moment- it does not 

come with a guarantee. To develop the design 

further, I suggest that you make some changes 

to the position of the handle and the design of 

the light. Thank you for the opportunity to trial 

this bag; I’m sure it will be marvellous when the 

necessary changes have been made.

Task - Tried and Tested

Your class has been asked to try out 

a new kind of school bag which was 

designed to carry books and equipment 

in school – the Pack-it-in-Bag. You 

all tried the new bag for a month and 

although it worked well in some ways, it 

wasn’t a complete success.

Write a paragraph as part of a report for 

the company to tell them how well the 

Pack-it-in-Bag works, and to give them 

some information that might help them 

to improve it.

Interestingly, I found it easier to write the second 

paragraph using the bank of words from the 

word list, so much so that there were a couple 

of words I just couldn’t get rid of. I think it really 

does demonstrate how spelling words can lift  

the writing.

There is always the danger that children will 

try to please the teacher by using every word 

shared; cramming them into their writing 

whether they fit or not. The skill the children will 

have forgotten to put at the top of their list is 

to interest and hook the reader by considering 

their needs. Yes we would like them to use the 

words they are learning as part of their spellings, 

but only if it’s the best choice. They will need 

to be reminded that all vocabulary choices are 

being made to give the reader a certain feeling/

impression and will need to be encouraged, at 

the beginning of a writing journey to consider 

how they would like to influence/affect their 

readers’ feelings and thoughts.

Have a go at writing a model for your next unit 

in the same way and ask the children to do the 

same. Feel free to email me with any outcomes 

or feedback as to how it has worked with your 

class; I’m always eager to hear your comments.

Review by Sabrina Wright

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

sabrina.wright@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestions

Year 3 and 4 spelling: the fine detail and 
application (16ENG/040P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Monday 14th November 2016

Year 5 and 6 spelling: the fine detail and 
application (16ENG/041P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Tuesday 29th November 2016

mailto:sabrina.wright%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Move%20over%20grammar%3A%20here%20comes%20spelling%21
mailto:sabrina.wright%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Move%20over%20grammar%3A%20here%20comes%20spelling%21
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/040P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/040P
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/041P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/041P
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Digging for spelling 
treasure with ‘The 
Pirate Cruncher’  
(KS1/KS2 catch-up)

by Jonny Duddle  
(Templar, 2010)

What a treasure trove of writing 
opportunities unfurls from this book! The creator 

of the award-winning picture book ‘The Pirates 
Next Door’, weaves in so many print features and 

detailed artwork that there will be something 

to capture even the most reluctant readers, and 

to give them reasons to write. Narrated by the 

author but helped by the skeleton fiddler, there 

is definitely a Pirates of the Caribbean-esque 

feel to it, only with rhyming and fonts. If there 

is an overall theme or lesson within the book, 

it’s a simple one of greed and that if something 

seems too good to be true, then it probably is. 

But with the mixture of rhyming, narration, some 

comic-strip style pages and clues hidden within 

the illustrations, it offers so much in terms of 

Book-Talk and comprehension. Absolutely heaps 

of opportunities for developing fluency, phrasing 

and expression too! And can the children work 

out what’s going on before it happens…?! 

What were the clues? It’s a must for doing the 

‘shiver-me-timbers’ voices.

So, how would I use this book to develop writing? 

Well, composition-wise, I might base a KS1 ‘Take 
One Book’ week around it:

•	  calligram (shape poem) about the sea or a 

monster

•	  a report about a specific sea monster 

(moving from general to specific – there 

are fab illustrations in the pirates’ thought 

bubbles)

•	  free verse poem of expanded noun phrases 

about a pirate ship or monster 

•	  instructions on ‘How to get comfy in a 

hammock’ or ‘How to hide your treasure’

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Pirates-Next-Door-Jonny-Duddle/dp/1848773927
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Pirates-Next-Door-Jonny-Duddle/dp/1848773927
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/050P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/050P
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/050P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/050P
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•	  an explanation of what life is like as a pirate, 

for someone new to the crew (e.g. putting 

on your scary outfit, washing the decks)

•	  a (persuasive) letter to the monster asking for 

pirate number 5 back (intriguing, huh?), or to 

Captain Purplebeard asking to be excused 

from the trip

Another layer I would peel would be the 

transcription. It’s a gold-mine for KS1 spelling! 

Drawing on the vocabulary within the book, 

I would lift out a specific word, write it out 

slowly, drawing attention to the trickier phonic 

bits and then make links to other words that 

contain a similar letter string (analogy), or unit of 

meaning (morpheme). We would then put it back 

together, reading it again in context to increase 

fluent decoding and understanding, and having 

attended to the fine detail there is a good chance 

their spelling attempts will be improved. The 

children could help make word family posters, 

Working Wall collections, or interactive resources, 

building their vocabulary from one root, e.g. 

fiddle (see www.highlandliteracy.com for more 

ideas around building vocabulary). 

board a/board board/ed

fiddle fiddl/ed fiddl/es fiddl/er

fright fright/en frighten/ed fright/en/ing

care care/ful care/ful/ly care/less care/less/ly

These strategies around word-breaking and 

building are particularly useful when shifting 

children from purely phonetically plausible to 

conventional or accurate spelling, as it helps add 

memory triggers, associations and connections 

to words and letter strings with an otherwise 

complex phonic code. They especially help 

children who are showing signs of spelling 

difficulties, and making links with spelling also 

helps with reading fluency. The book, or just 

these approaches, could be used with older 

struggling readers and writers as a guided 

learning text or in 1:1 support and intervention.

You’ll see I have suggested many ways of making 

connections between words and other areas of 

knowledge; this is so that children can see how 

Continued >

https://blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk/2016/06/15/making-meaning-piece-by-piece-vocabulary-development-through-morphemic-analysis/
http://www.highlandliteracy.com
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if they know one thing they can get to another 

themselves, using a kind of knowledge capital – 

an especially powerful skill for effective learning 

and found to help disadvantaged learners and 

non-, alike. What is interesting is that most good 

quality picture books offer the same range of 

opportunities; it’s just a matter of selectively 

diving for the right pearls, using a book you 

treasure.

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/038P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Thursday 6th October 2016

Guided Reading at KS1: developing fluent 
readers (16ENG/045P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Tuesday 18th October 2016

Did you know that Herts for 
Learning’s Primary English and 
maths teams have launched a blog? 

So far, a broad range of articles and reviews have 

been added, offering ideas, strategies and tools 

to develop subject knowledge and classroom 

practice. Early feedback has been excellent and 

we are delighted to see how far and wide around 

the globe our articles have been read.

You can find the full length edition of this article, 

with lots of additional information to support 

spelling instruction, here: 

blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk

?

mailto:kirsten.snook%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Digging%20for%20spelling%20treasure%20with%20%E2%80%98The%20Pirate%20Cruncher%E2%80%99%20%28KS1/KS2%20catch-up%29
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/038P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/038P
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/045P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/045P
http://blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk
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Do judge a book by its cover! 

Some of my earliest memories are of 

sharing a picture book and pouring over the 

illustrations. I found these books were a feast for 

my eyes, with exquisite illustrations that were just 

as important as the text. These two elements in 

picture books work wonderfully together to tell 

a story that is a blend of text and art. This means 

that there is always great excitement within 

the HfL English team when a new picture book 

arrives to share with schools.

Picture books are such an important part of 

every child’s reading diet. They support them in 

understanding that words convey meaning and 

their pictures bring greater comprehension to 

what is written. At a simple level picture books 

are a great way of introducing new vocabulary 

and helping very young children to observe and 

identify colours, animals, people, emotions and 

familiar objects etc. They are especially valuable 

when working with EAL children and as a 

wonderful source for developing visual literacy.

As Lewis Carroll wrote in Alice in Wonderland:

‘And what is the use of a book,’ thought Alice 

‘without pictures or conversation?’

As an artist, I am fascinated by the images that 

surround me and no more so than when I am 

looking at great artwork created by accomplished 

artists. I would classify picture book illustrators as 

such artists, with their own distinct styles.

For many children their first experiences of 

looking at artwork is through the wonderful array 

of picture books on the market. But what is it that 

illustrators do that is so successful in bringing a 

short story to life? Having studied history of art 

and how to analyse great masters I wondered 

if I could apply similar principles to picture 

book illustrations to work out why they are so 

successful in engaging children.

You often hear people say “Don’t judge a book 

by its cover!” However, children do it all the 

time. They tend to select new books by their 

first impression which is usually formed by the 

pictures on the front cover followed by a quick 

flick through the pages. Illustrators therefore have 

to draw the young reader in quickly to want to 

find out more. I realised that as I unpicked what 

Continued >

https://blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk/2016/05/30/developing-childrens-critical-thinking-through-picturebooks/
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illustrators do I began to appreciate how talented 

they are. There are several guiding forces that 

illustrators use, some of these stem from the first 

picture books produced in 15th century using 

woodcut illustrations.

So what are these principles?

Type of illustrations

The average picture book has 32 pages including the cover, title page and blurb etc. This leaves 

approximately 28 pages for the story, including 12 –16 double spreads. An illustrator starts out with a 

thumbnail storyboard outlining the key events in the story. Once they are happy with the layout they 

need to decide what type of picture to use on each page. This might sound easy but there are a few 

types to consider:

illustrations with faded or loosely defined blurred 

edges. The loose edges merge into the white of 

the surrounding page to give the image space 

and draw the viewer’s eye into the scene. They 

provide variety on a page and can draw attention 

to a note or observation for the reader.

this illustration is a small oval or circular free 

floating image, without a background scene

Vignette

Boxed

Spot

these are illustrations that have straight defined 

edges sometimes with a border or frame.

Borders
these enclose the picture, they can be simple 

lines or quite ornate.
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an illustration that runs off the edge of a page.Bleed

Full bleed
where the illustration entirely fills the page and 

runs of all four edges. Ideal for landscapes and 

scenes involving a number of characters.

Size of illustration

Illustrators then need to vary their use of these 

picture types. Often you will find that they 

alternate very busy pages with quieter calmer 

ones in order to create contrast that makes the 

book more interesting. Small spot, boxed or 

vignettes pictures surrounded by the white of the 

page help to focus attention in one area or on 

a certain detail. Some illustrators will break up 

actions into a small series of pictures e.g. baking a 

cake, while a larger picture may have a lot going 

on. Illustrators need to also build up tension and 

excitement ensuring that the reader will want to 

keep turning the pages. One way of doing this is 

by trying to use plenty of movement from left to 

right across the page or double page spread. This 

movement draws the reader’s attention across 

the page and down to the corner ready to turn it 

over, full of anticipation.

Layers of Detail

Sharing picture books can be a very social time 

between an adult and a child or group of children. 

They are meant to be shared, read aloud and 

loved. I have treasured memories of sharing 

picture books with my son, often repeatedly after 

chimes of ‘Again, again!’ Not only did he love 

the whole experience of sharing the book, but 

he also loved the added layers of detail meaning 

that we spotted new things every time we picked 

up the book. Often there were also visual gags 

hidden on the pages aimed at engaging both 

adults and children.

When an illustrator is given a story they need to 

make the characters come alive through actions 

and emotions. Often a face will only have very 

small dot eyes and a simple mouth to enable 

the children to project their own emotions onto 

the characters. Adults sharing picture books with 

children should talk about these emotions in 

order to help develop empathy.

Colour
Illustrators use colour palettes and graphic codes 

to allow us to further comprehend events. For 

example bright dramatic colours are used when 

an event arises and the reader needs to be 

surprised or excited. Muted colours tend to give a 

more gentle feeling and flow to the story. Shades

Continued >
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www.booktrust.org.uk/books/children/
illustrators/illustrators-gallery/  

a fantastic source of information about  

authors and illustrators 

I hope that when you next pick up a picture book 

and share it with your children you can help them 

to appreciate the art of both the author in writing 

the story and the illustrator in interpreting it in 

their own unique style.

On a final note I will leave you with this this quote 

from Anthony Browne, UK Children’s Laureate 

2009–2011. 

“Picture books are for everybody at any age, not 

books to be left behind as we grow older. The 

best ones leave a tantalising gap between the 

pictures and the words, a gap that is filled by 

the reader’s imagination, adding so much to the 

excitement of reading a book.” 

By Ruth Goodman

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

ruth.goodman@hertsforlearning.co.uk

play their part too as light shades represent 

happiness and calm while dark shades can create 

tension and sadness. Our understanding of this 

code of colour in pictures plays a part in aiding 

our comprehension. From a young age children 

begin to understand how colour can be used to 

evoke a feeling e.g. red for danger or anger, blue 

for sadness, orange for warmth and white for 

purity. Illustrators use this to very good effect.

Social media

In this age of social media illustrators can  

be directly contacted via sites such as Twitter. 

Recently I was delighted to come across  

Nick Sharratt on Twitter and quickly hit ‘follow’.  

You can contact them to answer questions  

posed by your children, find out more about  

their influences and what they are currently 

working on. 

These websites are really useful too:

www.authorsalouduk.co.uk  

lists authors and illustrators who visit schools 

www.childrensillustrators.com  

lists illustrators and gives biographies and  

contact details

http://www.booktrust.org.uk/books/children/illustrators/illustrators-gallery/
http://www.booktrust.org.uk/books/children/illustrators/illustrators-gallery/
mailto:ruth.goodman%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Do%20judge%20a%20book%20by%20its%20cover%21
http://www.authorsalouduk.co.uk
http://www.childrensillustrators.com
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It’s fair to say that I am a huge fan of  

Bob Cox’s earlier publication, Opening Doors  
to Famous Poetry and Prose. In fact, it’s fair to 

say that it was a sort of “love at first sight affair.” 

Bob’s book struck me as a personable, ambitious 

yet modest, oasis of calm that seemed to say: 

It is a book alive with a love for the written 

word. More importantly, it is a book alive with 

a deep understanding of the “what” and “how” 

of transporting and transforming young lives 

through the study of the good and the great of 

literature. It also happened to be pitched at what 

I now consider my “spiritual home” for teaching 

– Upper Key Stage 2. Since reading the book, I 

have recommended it whenever I have worked 

with teachers in Years 4 to 6. Over time, many of 

these teachers have come back to me, keen to 

share the wonderful outcomes that their children 

have produced in response to the books ideas 

and guiding principles. Almost every such teacher 

has told me how they tried a unit, enjoyed great 

success with it and then had the children beg for 

more. You really cannot ask for more than that 

from a resource. 

Opening Doors to Quality Writing:
Ideas for writing inspired by great writers  
for ages six to nine

by Bob Cox 
(Crown House Publishing Limited, 2016)

“don’t worry:
things change, 

but let’s look to the timeless  
for a way through.”

Well, perhaps you could ask for more. You could 

ask for the accessible, empowering approaches 

exemplified in that book to be extended to 

colleagues in other phases. As an English subject 

lead, I would certainly have been hungry for that. 

Let’s open doors – yes – but let’s open them 

across the school. On the surface this seems 

like a reasonable request but really – how to 

engage younger children with the likes of Frances 

Hodgson Burnett, Walter de la Mare and Charles 

Kingsley? In his new volume for six to nine 

year olds, Cox does a fantastic job of selecting 

just the right texts and coupling each one with 

deceptively simple strategies to ensure that 

children are not only able to access the text, but 

are enthused, intrigued and inspired by them. 

Continued >

https://blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk/2016/05/30/opening-doors-to-famous-poetry-and-prose-ideas-and-resources-for-accessing-literary-heritage-works/
https://blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk/2016/05/30/opening-doors-to-famous-poetry-and-prose-ideas-and-resources-for-accessing-literary-heritage-works/
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The book is not a scheme of work – it is looser 

than that and deliberately so. One of Cox’s 

primary aims is to develop the confidence of 

teachers to grapple with challenging texts and 

enhance subject knowledge in the course of 

their classroom practice. As much as this book 

serves to “open doors” to the texts within, it also 

“opens doors” to a richer seam of classroom 

dialogue and creation. Cox exemplifies the sorts 

of questioning and exploratory techniques that 

can be readily scaffolded to ensure that every 

child has something to respond to and therefore 

something to offer. Across the book, a range of 

analytical and evaluative tools support deeper 

thinking. All of these tools are the sort that could 

be applied to other texts and contexts – a gift that 

keeps on giving, if you’ll forgive the cliché. This is 

even more true when you consider the extensive 

range of follow-up texts that Cox provides in 

each units’ “Beyond the Limit” section. One of 

the real thrills for me in reading this book is the 

surprising volume of unfamiliar titles that I now 

feel almost duty-bound to explore. 

Opening Doors to Quality Writing is a very 

welcome and markedly different addition to 

the bustling market of educational materials 

designed to support us in reaching ever-higher 

heights in our reading and writing standards. 

How is it different? It feels like “real teaching” 

is woven into its fabric throughout. I’ve said it 

before, but it bears repeating: Cox is a teacher’s 

teacher – and that is invaluable in grounding the 

text in real practice together with what feels like 

a trustworthy guiding hand. No gimmicks. No 

worksheets. No stultifying sense of the generic.  

Course suggestions

Stretch and challenge for high attaining pupils 
at Key Stage 1 (16ENG/044P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Tuesday 11th October 2016 

(morning session)

Stretch and challenge for high attaining pupils 
at Key Stage 2 (16ENG/051P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Tuesday 11th October 2016 

(afternoon session)

Instead, we have high quality texts with carefully 

designed supporting tools which help to open 

the reading up and to enable the children to 

surprise themselves in terms of how far they 

can go. The book consists of fifteen units (ten 

based on poetry; five based on prose). Each unit 

is sufficiently similar in underlying structure to 

develop teacher expertise in its approaches. All 

the tools needed to hit the ground running are 

in place but trust is placed in colleagues to take 

the principles of the book and bring them to 

life in the classroom. At a time when many are 

banging drums to reclaim “real learning”, Cox is 

comprehensively exemplifying that process for 

primary English teachers everywhere. 

Review by Martin Galway

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

martin.galway@hertsforlearning.co.uk

https://www.crownhouse.co.uk/publications/opening-doors-to-quality-writing
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/044P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/044P
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/051P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/051P
mailto:martin.galway%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Opening%20Doors%20to%20Quality%20Writing%3A%20Ideas%20for%20writing%20inspired%20by%20great%20writers%20for%20ages%20six%20to%20nine
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The Christmas Miracle of Jonathan Toomey

By Susan Wojiechowski 
(Walker Books, 2015)

Twenty-one years old and still one of the 

best Christmas books I have ever read; The 
Christmas Miracle of Jonathon Toomey is a 

perfect choice for sharing with a single class, or, 

for using across the school. Older children might 

be able to access it in one sitting; younger children 

would more likely need it read to them in sections.

It tells the story of Jonathon Toomey; a man 

who, ‘seldom smiled and never laughed’ and his 

gradual transformation over the weeks leading up 

to Christmas Day and the point where, ‘No one 

ever called him Mr Gloomy again.’

Early on we are told the reasons for Jonathon’s 

sadness (his wife and baby died and he has 

no friends) but beyond that the story unfolds 

through actions and reactions, making it easy for 

children to imagine themselves in the characters’ 

places and work out the things we are not told: 

why was he cross when the widow McDowell 

opened the drawer?

The language used is rhythmic, lilting, with 

repetitive phrases tucked in that help to make 

the narrative accessible for all. Some of the 

vocabulary would need unpicking with the 

children, but because so much of it is tied into 

small scenes that they can mime or freeze frame, 

meanings will become clear by ‘doing’ and 

those words will stay with them, stretching their 

vocabulary ever onwards.

And the illustrations are glorious. Without being 

able to read, or even understand, a word of the 

written text, it is possible to follow Jonathon’s 

story and that of the woman and child who 

befriend him. Although it has as its theme the 

carving of a Nativity set, this book does not 

overtly tell the Christian Christmas story. Instead 

it concentrates on the ‘spirit’ of Christmas as a 

time for love, families and friends that is distilled 

through a wonderful reading experience.

Below are some ideas on how to introduce  

The Christmas Miracle of Jonathan Toomey to 

your classroom:

•	 Write on-going diaries showing characters’ 

responses to events. Role play as Jonathon/

the boy/the woman.

•	 Make nativity scenes - peg dolls, soap 

carvings, cardboard inner tubes.

•	 Make ‘sticky buns’ or ‘molasses biscuits’.

•	 Collect and order the phrases / pictures 

showing how Jonathon changes.

•	 Write poems / descriptions inspired by an 

illustration

•	 Hot seat / write explanations of feelings / 

reactions to events.

•	 Collect examples of alliteration / figurative 

language.

A dramatic reading of The Christmas Miracle 

of Jonathan Toomey can be found online here: 

http://bit.ly/29u8QjI

By Alison Dawkins

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

alison.dawkins@hertsforlearning.co.uk 

Course suggestions

Take One Book; enriching reading and writing  
in Years 3 and 4 (16ENG/031P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Wednesday 2nd November 2016

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Christmas-Miracle-Jonathan-Toomey/dp/1406360384
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Christmas-Miracle-Jonathan-Toomey/dp/1406360384
http://bit.ly/29u8QjI
mailto:alison.dawkins%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=The%20Christmas%20Miracle%20of%20Jonathan%20Toomey
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/031P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/031P
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The Boundless

By Kenneth Oppel 
(David Fickling Books, 2015)

Every so often I come across a book that 

grabs me from the opening line and refuses to be 

put down until the very last page has been read.  

A “single sitting book”, I call it or an “all-nighter.” 

The Boundless, by Kenneth Oppel, is one such 

book. The opening paragraph reads thusly:

Unusually, I am going to take you right to the 

very last page- the penultimate paragraph. Don’t 

worry- no need for spoiler alerts. It reads like this:

“His hand shakes as he fumbles inside his pocket 
for his stub of a pencil. At the bottom of the 
page he writes his answer, twice to make sure 
it’s good and dark. He is worried about putting 
the bird back together, but the paper seems to 
know which way it wants to be folded. Lifting 
the bird high, he faces west, and launches it. Up 
it swoops, and he can’t quite tell, but he thinks 
its wings are fluttering. ”

I bet you’re itching to get your hands on it now. 

Your class will be too. This book has appeal for 

older children in KS2 but I am certain it would 

weave a charm on many adults in the way that 

the Harry Potter series did. Like Harry Potter, this 

tale has elements of the supernatural, which put 

it in the fantasy genre, but in essence it is a true 

adventure story- rather like Indiana Jones in spirit.

Continued > 

“Three hours before the 
avalanche hits, William Everett 
is sitting on an upturned crate, 
waiting for his father.”

The story is set back in the days when the railroad 

was being built across the USA and Canada 

and the Boundless is a spectacular train, several 

kilometres long. It is aboard this train that the 

main action takes place, centring around Will, the 

boy we met in the opening line. Will witnesses 

a murder and must join the circus folk in order 

to hide himself from the villains. These men will 

stop at nothing to steal the key that unlocks the 

train’s treasures- a key that Will is now guarding 

with his life. 

This book has a wealth of richly drawn characters, 

and like all good action adventures, you are 

never sure who to trust. But the draw of the 

book for me was the breath-taking action. Oppel 

moves from one gripping scene to the next and 

he had my attention locked. This is exactly the 

sort of read-aloud book that will have your class 

begging for more when you stop at the end of a 

chapter.

This award winning Canadian author was 

previously unknown to me, but I shall now be 

looking to read his other best-selling books, 

including the Silverwing series. The Boundless 

is published by David Fickling books and was 

shortlisted in the UKLA awards, which is how it 

came to my attention. Let me know what you 
think of it…

By Michelle Nicholson

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

michelle.nicholson@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestions

Take One Book: enriching reading and writing 
in Years 5 and 6 (16ENG/032P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Tuesday 15th November 2016

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Boundless-Kenneth-Oppel/dp/1910200190
mailto:michelle.nicholson%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=The%20Boundless
mailto:michelle.nicholson%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=The%20Boundless
mailto:michelle.nicholson%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=The%20Boundless
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/032P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/032P
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Take One Book! 

Traction Man

By Mini Grey 
(Red Fox Picture Books, 2006)

If you haven’t yet found your passion for 

children’s literature, then Traction Man is the text 

that will set you on the road to discovering what 

all the fuss is about. Put simply, Traction Man is 

one of those books that proves just how exciting 

children’s literature can be. 

Personally, reading Traction Man for the first 

time was a light-bulb moment for me. It was so 

distinctly different from what I recall reading as 

a child. Bright, bold, funny, witty and relevant: it 

features a believable child, playing in a believable 

way, in a believable setting (no twee, whimsical 

interpretations of childhood pastimes here!). As 

a fairly inexperienced teacher – and one yet to 

have developed a worrying Amazon ‘buy with 

one click’ habit - it helped me to understand the 

hype around children’s literature.

Over subsequent years, I have used this text 

extensively in my teaching across all year groups. 

It is always in my book bag and often provides 

the inspiration needed when working with 

leaving the children in no doubt that this text 

deserves their full attention. It seems to work.  

In my experience, the children are always 

captivated from the first line.

But don’t dive in straight away. It can be helpful 

to prepare them for a fully-engaged first-read 

by introducing them to the villains of the text in 

advance. You could show them illustrations of 

the ‘Evil Pillows’ and ‘Wicked Professor Spade’ 

beforehand, and in true panto style, cue them 

to boo and hiss when these characters are 

mentioned.

Following just one read, the appeal for imitation 

becomes obvious. Some lines are instantly 

memorable: ‘Well done, Scrubbing Brush! You 
can be my pet!’ and ‘Hooray for Traction Man!’. 
Following several shared readings, the children 

will no doubt be joining in with key phrases 

and enjoying using their own voice to create 

theatre and melodrama. When the children are 

confidently reciting the text alongside you (in

Continued > 

Traction Man is here!

teachers in need of a great text to engage and 

excite the children. I have yet to find a teacher,  

or child, who isn’t captivated by its dynamic style 

and distinctive voice.

Traction Man lends itself perfectly to a read aloud 

text. Get ready to adopt a plummy, quintessential 

British tone for this (I end up doing my best 

Danger Mouse vocal impression here). In my 

mind, the text demands a theatrical, am-dram 

style presentation. I find myself pronouncing 

every word clearly and with gusto: 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Traction-Man-Here-Mini-Grey/dp/0099451093
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rife throughout the text (take note Year 6 teachers 

– this text may be just what you are looking 

for in order to bring much-needed life to this 

grammatically gruelling concept)!

So to end in true Traction Man style, now you  

‘are ready for Anything.’

By Penny Slater

Deputy Lead Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

penny.slater@hertsforlearning.co.uk

doing so, they will incidentally be using the 

present progressive form of the verb – see NC 

Year 2 VGP appendix), the time is right to provide 

the children with their own ‘Traction Man’ (I 

bring out a collection of well-loved dollies/

action characters at this stage – alternatively 

cut-outs of Traction Man work well). You could 

begin by strategically positioning the figures in 

precarious situations using every day classroom 

objects e.g. trapped in a half zipped up pencil 

case, submerged in a paint pot, wedged between 

two books – your imagination needs to come 

into play here! Then you could ask the children to 

set up creative scenarios of their own, each time 

inviting them to narrate the situation that ‘Traction 

Man’ finds himself in, mirroring the wonderful 

language of the text: ‘Traction Man/Woman is 
exploring the grubby corners of the pencil case. 
He is searching for the long-lost silver paperclip’. 

Now comes some fun: challenge the children to 

create sensational villain names. For this, the most 

innocuous classroom equipment can take on a 

new persona; so a pack of highlighters becomes 

‘a gruesome gang of horrible highlighters’, 

and a pencil sharpener becomes ‘Baron Blade, 
the most feared sharpener in the teacher’s 
drawer’. An exploration of Bond villain names 

would provide some good inspiration here. 

Natural links to an exploration of capitalisation 

for proper nouns and expanded noun phrases 

can also be exploited at this stage (see NC Year 

1 and Year 2 VGP appendix). This may lead us to 

wonderful imitations, such as: ‘Oh no! Traction 
Man/Woman has been captured by the callous 
Colonel Zip, notorious for his vice-like grip! No 
one escapes his knife-like gnashers unharmed.’

Naturally, the next step would be to allow the 

children to bring in their favourite character toy 

and use the classroom environment to involve 

their figure in creative scenarios. Who knew 

that the book shelf could become a rugged 

insurmountable cliff, or that the 100 square 

could become a perplexing number puzzle 

constructed by the evil mind of Colonel Calculus, 

or that a collection of open upturned glue sticks 

could become a treacherous game of leap frog! 

Encourage them to let their imaginations fly.

And this is just the tip of the Traction Man iceberg. 

This text has mileage for use across every year 

group. A grammatical geared-up reader may have 

spotted that the use of the passive construction is 

Event suggestions

Penny Slater will be leading a workshop at the 

forthcoming English conference: Growing Great 
Writers, which will further explore the joy of this 

great text and how it can be used in the classroom.

Growing Great Writers: Primary Writing 
Conference 2016 (16CON/002P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Thursday 22nd September 2016

mailto:penny.slater%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Take%20One%20Book%21%20Traction%20Man
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16CON/002P%26eventCode%3D16CON/002P


English Teaching and Learning Advisory Team, Herts for Learning Ltd

Postal Point SROB217, Robertson House, Six Hills Way, Stevenage, SG1 2FQ

Herts for Learning - Educational excellence together

Office: 01438 84462

Website: www.hertsforlearning.co.uk

Twitter: @HertsLearning @HertsPrimaryEng

Facebook: facebook.com/HertsforLearning

Details of our Literacy Consultancy, Training and CPD Courses  

can be found at: http://bit.ly/1OvSkRd

© Herts for Learning Ltd 2016

http://www.hertsforlearning.co.uk
https://twitter.com/hertslearning
https://twitter.com/hflprimaryeng
http://facebook.com/HertsforLearning
http://bit.ly/1OvSkRd

