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Grammar is not your enemy but you 

probably already know that. There are far bigger 

things to worry about. What, then, is the point of 

this article? It stems from two inspiration points:

•	 Fear of grammar

•	  An apparent belief that the teaching of 

grammar is damaging children’s writing 

and must be stopped

Fear of grammar

It is real for some and it must be fought. Grammar 

is your friend or at least wants to be. It can be an 

awkward friend, but it will be there for you in the 

good times and the bad. Grammar is a constant, 

shape-shifting presence in your life. You say 

something and are understood? You successfully 

deployed your grammar skills to good effect. You 

write something and have the desired effect? 

You guessed it. You’re acing life’s grammar test. 

Want to see some exciting progress in grammar? 

Grammar is not your enemy

01438 845111  
hertsforlearning.co.uk

blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk
 @HertsPrimaryEng

Consider this journey that might occur in the 

early years: 

Here we have a single-word - critically important 

- utterance of ‘toilet’ transformed by skilful spoken 

language work into a standard request in the form 

of a question. The journey does not stop there. 

Let’s see the later journey as the command of 

language becomes more pliable:
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Grammar is not your enemy

Continued from the front page

Having successfully led their charges through 

the conventional nuances of modal verb use, the 

upper KS2 teacher is well-placed to engage in 

some (standard English) fun around whether we 

are talking in terms of capacity to do something 

or permission to do something. You have to take 

the joy where you can find it. 

 The statutory shape of grammar teaching has 

led to an increased risk of affected parties being 

struck by grammar as a right/wrong proposition 

and this can have some undesirable effects. Let’s 

use a curricular analogy to illustrate. Those of us 

who have taught key stage two for a length of 

time will have delivered a timed mental maths 

test. I am willing to bet that we will have seen 

certain children lower their mental shutters in 

response to an inner voice of doubt that tells 

them : “I can’t do mental maths on the spot, as 

quickly as the posh lady on the CD expects me 

to. I am about to fail.” I’m not about to get into 

growth mindset; that’s been covered elsewhere. 

What I want to note is that the introduction 

of the GPS test had the potential to position 

writing in the same way for some of our children. 

In looking for a right/wrong answer to the 

arrangement of words on a page, there is a risk 

that some children (and adults) may develop 

May I go 
to the toilet

please?Well, I don’t know,
I haven’t assessed 

that yet...

a certain fearfulness towards English. This is 

not an anti-knowledge/anti-test argument – it 

relates more to the fact that grammar has proven 

to be far more problematic to assess properly 

than maths has. In the relatively short history of 

the GPS test, I have seen more errors in papers, 

resources, textbooks and display items than I can 

ever recall in another area of learning. Too often 

it’s due to a simple reduction to a fixed answer, 

when the language involved refuses to be pinned 

down quite so neatly. It’s bad enough when 

writers and speakers self-censor for fear of saying 

the wrong thing; if this were to happen based on 

flawed materials, we’ve really messed things up. 

Removing the fear

When we deliver grammar training, it is almost 

certain that at least one participant will have 

some anxiety around the content. They have no 

doubt seen how unkind some people can be 

about grammar on social media. Perhaps they 

didn’t consider what this might say about the 

Continued > 
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some teacher fun here...
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pouncing grammarian. We make sure we offer 
a no fear training space. The implications of 

creating undue anxiety around self-expression 

are almost too horrible for me bear. We reassure 

our colleagues in a number of ways. We highlight 

how slippery most grammar is: words move 

between classes depending on context; usage 

changes over time; different regions and cultures 

have different syntax. Grammarians don’t always 

see eye to eye so if they can’t pin language down 

completely, how might we? We reassure that 

dialect and accent are to be cherished and not 

banished. Teaching Standard English should be 

depersonalised. It adds a voice to your repertoire. 

I use the example of my mum’s telephone voice 

from my childhood: one fairly formal voice is 

used for answering the call; another less formal 

voice is used once it’s safely established that it’s 

just Auntie Janet hoping for a natter. Moving 

between voices is a life-skill that gives options 

without devaluing home-language (in the widest 

sense). This is what allows language learning to 

be playful as well as academic. 

We can also mitigate fear of grammar teaching 

through the vehicles that we use to explore it. 

As a team, we make no bones about favouring 

the teaching sequence for writing, with units 

being led by great texts: read first; appreciate the 

book (not its adverbs); look at how the magic is 

made; undertake some deliberate instruction/

practice; have a go ourselves. We have no trouble 

choosing great books. The world turns ever 

odder as I type, yet children’s literature seems 

to buck the trend and goes from strength to 

strength. Let’s celebrate and capitalise on that. 

The apparent belief that the teaching 
of grammar is damaging writing and 
must be stopped 

When someone has the urge to say something 

to the effect of “grammar teaching is killing the 

joy of reading/ writing/ learning/ childhood/

life”, there is a strong chance that the word 

‘adverbials’ (or its bolshy cousin, the ‘fronted 

adverbial’) will be retrieved from the evidence 

room and shown to the jury to impressive effect. 

Some high profile articles have mounted robust 

arguments against the prescriptive insistence on 

including fronted adverbials and other stylistic 

elements in primary writing. The argument runs 

that fronted adverbials, themselves, do not lead 

to good writing. Absolutely they don’t. Used 

where it matters and chosen for effect – that’s a 

different matter altogether. A good test of what 

sort of balance we are striking in school is when 

we ask “Did you like that story?” If the answer is 

“Yes, it had good adverbials in it,” then something 

somewhere needs to change. 

Fronted adverbials can be lovely things. A grab 

from a bookshelf shows me that Susan Hill is 

not averse to them (The Woman in Black makes 

effective use of them). We also have the adverb-

phobes – quite a number thanks to the influence 

of Creative Writing courses. Their mantra: there 

is no doubt, leave them out. E. B White (a hero 

to me) is one of the giants of the anti-adverb 

movement:

“I actually once tried to write an entire 
novel without a single adverb. I didn’t 
quite make it – sometimes you need 
them – but sentences are almost 
always stronger without them.”

from Melissa Sweet’s  

Some Writer! The Story of E. B White  

(Houghton Miflin Harcourt, 2016)

Continued > 
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Try as he might to avoid them, they came in 

handy in moving the story on as proves to be the 

case on flicking through my copy of Charlotte’s 

Web. Fern doesn’t just teleport – E. B. White’s 

adverbs help her and the reader on their way. 

Quite sparingly though. 

I mention this as sometimes the “adverbs 

weaken writing” convention is used to bolster 

the argument against some of the prescriptive 

detail of the National Curriculum. It’s here where 

I start to find myself going around in circles in a 

logical Mobius-band. Is a suggested avoidance 

of adverbs as potentially prescriptive/restrictive 

in children’s early writing as insisting that they are 

included? It’s a mantra in good writing guides and 

I’ve now seen evidence of its influence in some 

primary educational writing but we’re teaching 

younger children – with growing vocabularies 

– not authors. The word “said” had led to similar 

debate and I fall somewhere in the middle. On 

the one hand, we have seen many children 

taught that using synonyms for “said” is better 

than using the word itself, whereas once again 

most authors tend to use plain, simple “said” and 

let the character’s speak for themselves. I balk at 

any word of banning the word “said” – I balk at 

any notion of banning in the English classroom 

(banning and literature are unhappy bedfellows). 

That said, I don’t think we should insist on the use 

of said and narrow children’s options prematurely. 

I want them to make that choice as they develop 

their style. There’s no getting away from the fact 

that we have to teach vocabulary as widely as 

we humanly can. We then need to monitor and 

guide as to appropriate use.

When it’s argued that the current focus on 

grammar teaching is harming creativity or that 

the regard given to particular aspects of language 

is not what real writers/authors do, I think we are 

narrowing the lens that we see our class through. 

At a grammar workshop earlier this year with 

delegates from every phase of learning, I heard 

some blanket dismissals of the value of grammar 

teaching. The thrust being that English is all about 

fostering a love of literature and creative and 

expressive impulses, and that grammar teaching 

undermines this. For some children this may be 

true. For others – vulnerable in their grasp of 

written language – other routes are vital. 

I’ve used enhanced explicit grammar teaching 

for children that had entered Key Stage 2 without 

a fundamental grasp of sentence control for a 

long while now – certainly well before the new 

curriculum. Time and time again it worked. It 

worked through showing basic sentence patterns 

and building from there. It helped by making 

language visual and not overloading students 

with more than one or two concepts at once. 

For example, let’s look at subject/verb in some 

simple sentences – one colour for the subject/ 

one for the verb. Secure that concept and then 

move onto another part. Shall we try some 

adjectives? One colour for the adjective and one 

for the noun it relates to. Now, we’re cooking up 

some noun phrases. We highlight what we are 

focusing on and avoid overload. It sounds like 

a cliché but this led some children – surprised 

by their own successes – to ask: “Why didn’t 
anyone tell me this before?” This is grammar 

teaching. Life-changing grammar teaching I think. 

If what we object to is the requirement to learn, 

let’s say, the subjunctive or the use of the semi-

colon, well that’s a different matter entirely. So 

let’s be specific. If we see flaws in the curriculum 

or (hold me back) in current statutory assessment 

– name them. Naming entities is grammar use in 

its earliest, simplest form. 

 What I am ultimately arguing for is keeping the 

channels open in the English classroom, an 

attempt to make it a more genuinely democratic 

space. You might just be amazed at what can 

come from it. I’ve had the privilege of undertaking 

Continued >
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a series of grammar-led lesson studies across 

both key stages of a school in Harlow. It has been 

a pretty thrilling piece of rich, exploratory work 

that has helped to set a love of language learning 

alight. Following one year 2 lesson in which we 

looked at verb forms, one especially excited boy 

ran up to his teacher and me and blurted out: 

“That was like doing 200 press ups in my head.” 

His eyes danced as he told us. 

To wrap up, we need to keep in mind that 

we have undergone rapid change across the 

curriculum and beyond it in a short period. Up 

until September 2014, the requirements for 

grammar teaching outside of year 6 were more 

implicit than explicit. Children and schools do 

not evolve overnight but they evolve very quickly. 

Teachers and pupils are finding their way. For 

some children, the route will lie in immersion in 

quality text and opportunities to write. For some 

learners who appreciate knowing the mechanics 

of what they are doing, explicit grammar teaching 

may be just the thing. Let’s explore different 

routes, try out a widescreen lens and unleash a 

range of our own real writers. 

By Martin Galway

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

martin.galway@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestions

Teaching assistants: fun approaches to teaching 
grammar (16ENG/087P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Friday 24th February 2017

Year 3 and 4 grammar: the fine detail and 
application (16ENG/096P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Wednesday 29th March 2017

mailto:martin.galway%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Grammar%20is%20not%20your%20enemy%20article
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/087P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/087P
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/096P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/096P
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Paving the way to 
success in reading 
comprehension

The 2016 KS2 Reading paper proved 
to be challenging for pupils around the country. 

It is clear that the gauntlet has been dropped 

to push pupils to leap ever higher over the bar 

of attainment. However, it wasn’t through the 

introduction of 19C authors as we feared. It is 

clear that the decodability of the 2016 reading 

test was no more challenging than that of the 

2015 test, rather it was the construction of the 

questions which produced the sharp drop in 

national attainment.

Like many of you, I was curious to see why 

the children found it so much more difficult to 

demonstrate their understanding as the text did 

not appear to be significantly more challenging. 

A laborious analysis of the questions led me 

(and many others) to a key factor - vocabulary. 

The children just didn’t know enough words. Of 

course, let’s not underestimate the effect of a 

lack of fluency and reading speed but at the 

moment, I will focus on the issue of knowing 

language in context. Many children faltered over 

the word ‘dawn’ but as a colleague pointed out, 

many of them can happily sing the Postman 

Pat theme tune ‘early in the morning just as 

day was dawning …’. In the KS1 Greater Depth 

exemplification, a child is asked what the author 

meant by ‘sharp ears’ and replies ‘sort of jagged’. 

Both of these examples illustrate one aspect 

of the problem - developing vocabulary in 

context. Perhaps if some of the KS2 children had 

considered where they might have heard a word 

with the root ‘dawn’ in it before, the answer might 

have ‘dawned’ on them!

So much for the problem, let’s focus on the 
solutions. A friend of mine was once observed 

by an NQT who commented, ‘I can see how you 

are pulling the language out of the children’ and 

my friend corrected her: she was ‘stuffing the 

language into them’. So, how do we stuff the 

maximum amount of language into children in a 

minimal amount of time? The good news is that 

as primary teachers we are privileged to keep our 

children mostly to ourselves. At this point I feel 

my middle school and independent colleagues 

peeling off. Don’t despair, there’s plenty here for 

you too.

A new way of talking

Tip number one. Train the children to signal 

that there has been a word/phrase uttered that 

they don’t understand. Make this is as subtle 

and unobtrusive as possible e.g. an open palm 

touching their opposite shoulder, a thumbs up 

on their collar bone or perhaps holding up a 

signal card which they carry around with them. 

A school I have had the pleasure of working 

with reported this as one of their most powerful 

approaches which supported children who are 

not necessarily language rich to achieve well 

in the 2016 test. Class story did stretch from 

10 minutes to 20 but that was a win, win, win 

situation.

Continued >
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Loving language and playing 
with words

Also, if you’re anything like me, you’ll recycle 

more or less the same 2,000 words every day. My 

vocabulary and the style of my language seldom 

vary even though my lexicon is relatively large. 

I take the lazy way out. For instance I’ve been 

heard to say ‘this classroom is a mess’. I might 

change this to ‘this classroom is in a dishevelled 

state’. Of course, the children will find this a little 

odd and quite frankly, so would I, but I would 

explain to them that I will be varying my language 

as much as possible in order to support them to 

develop theirs. I was working with two teachers 

last week who decided to challenge each other 

with some words to be slipped effortlessly into 

the day. We decided that it would initially be very 

helpful if they replaced commonly used words 

like ‘talk’. The challenge might include: discourse, 

tète a tète, converse, natter, chit chat etc. Just 

varying our everyday language will enrich the 

children’s, and in particular those who do not 

read sufficiently. So, we will no longer ‘line up 

for assembly’ instead we may ‘form an orderly 

queue in order to assemble in the hall’. One thing 

is guaranteed, anyone observing in your class will 

wonder what you had in your tea at break-time!

Phonics/Spelling

When we reach phase 5 of phonics, if we explain 

this is where it gets very tricky – because it does 

– then we will immediately loose the interest 

of little Alfie who seems to have learned that 

he can’t do tricky things. Instead we ramp up 

the excitement, exclaiming how interesting our 

language is! Of course, spelling and phonics are 

an ideal way to develop a play with words. Here’s 

an example taken from Support for Spelling 

page 86. The latin root ‘prim’ meaning ‘first’. The 

three words they provide are ‘primary’, ‘primitive’ 

and ‘primrose’. Primrose is the one I would find 

most interesting. We would have to display a 

picture of a primrose and hypothesis as to why 

it has the ‘prim’ root. Of course, the real fun 

starts when we collect the words with this root. 

Hopefully the children are unable to contain 

themselves and shout out when you’re reading 

story because they heard you say ‘Prima Donna’ 

or ‘Prime Minister’ then what about ‘reprimand’ 

and ‘prime numbers’? 

Synonyms and antonyms

Reading on to find the answer was not the best 

solution to many of the questions although when 

faltering over the word ‘dawn’ children would 

have discovered ‘an early morning African chorus 

...’ later in the paragraph. 

I worked with a year 3 teacher the other day 

to write some questions which would give the 

children similar challenges to those from the 

KS2 reading test. We used the question stems 

I had written from the 2017 test together with 

‘Paddington Helps Out’ by Michael Bond (see 
HfL English Blog (Reading test a secret shared 
and some questions to ask). Of course, we were 

teaching these children not testing them so we 

supported them to access any language they 

didn’t understand by discussing the text after 

reading it and identify synonyms and antonyms. 

Some of the questions we asked for assessment 

domain 2a were: 

Continued >

https://www.hamilton-trust.org.uk/system/files/page_files/support_for_spelling.pdf
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https://blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk/2016/07/13/this-years-ks2-reading-test-a-secret-shared-and-some-questions-to-ask/
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The ‘scrambled’ question resulted in an animated 

discussion. When asked to put it into another 

sentence, the subject immediately shifted to eggs. 

After discussing a variety of contexts in which 

they might ‘scramble’ like grassy banks, a child 

suddenly remembered that he had been to see 

some ‘scrambling’ with motor bikes.

I’ve been privileged to see many lessons this term 

and a small tweak can often make the difference. 

Many teachers observed, assess children’s 

knowledge of vocabulary e.g. give me as many 

words as you can for ‘happy’ and ‘sad’ and then 

these words are collated and used in their writing. 

This helped children remember words they did 

know but weren’t at the tip of their pencil and 

also provided some new vocabulary for a few 

children in the class. The next step is that once 

the collection has been made, the teacher adds 

two or three really useful words the children 

didn’t know and provides them in a variety of 

sentences to vary the context.

I stumbled across a very useful resource, 

‘Synonyms and Antonyms Vocabulary for the 
C.E.M. Style 11 Plus’ by Christine R Draper

Of course, this store of vocabulary feeds into the 

writing and the focus on context remains as we 

encourage the children to choose just the right 

word for their reader as they select from a range.

Phase 1 of the teaching sequence is the part 

which is often overlooked - the teaching of 

reading and immersion in the text type. In some 

classrooms, reading lessons have almost entirely 

been relegated to guided reading. Whole class 

teaching will focus on an age appropriate text. 

I have recently been influenced by Bob Cox, 

‘Opening Doors’ to deepen my phase 1 teaching 

further. For instance, before starting a Hansel 

& Gretel narrative unit, children were provided 

with vocabulary relating to poverty e.g. famine, 

meagre, deprived, desperate, penniless and asked 

to discuss moral dilemmas you might face if you 

were poor e.g. stealing food. A zone of relevance 

activity was also used to suggest which words 

sum up this character’s feelings, actions at a 

particular point in the narrative. Not only are we 

providing the children with a range of vocabulary 

to use in their writing, we are continually 

encouraging them to consider the effect on the 

reader when making their choices. This takes us 

full circle to reading assessment domains such as 

2g – identify / explain how meaning is enhanced 

through choice of words and phrases.

It isn’t about ‘teaching to the test’, it’s about 

developing children’s understanding and use of 

language which will enrich their lives. There’s no 

denying though, it will help them pass a test.

By Jane Andrews

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

jane.andrews@hertsforlearning.co.uk

What does the word ‘peered’ mean?  

Can you use it in a sentence?

Paddington scrambled out of bed and 

hurried across the room...Can you put 

scrambled into another sentence for me?

In this sentence, what does the word 

‘gathered’ mean? For there, on the lawn 

outside, all the Brown family – Mr and Mrs  

Brown and Jonathan and Judy – were 

gathered round a large wicker basket. 

Course suggestions

Teaching and assessing reading comprehension 
(16ENG/095P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Tuesday 28th February 2017

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Synonyms-Antonyms-Vocabulary-C-E-M-Style/dp/1909986135
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Synonyms-Antonyms-Vocabulary-C-E-M-Style/dp/1909986135
mailto:jane.andrews%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Paving%20the%20way%20to%20success%20in%20reading%20comprehension%20article
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm?pageID=5&template=courseDetails&courseID=16ENG/095P&eventCode=16ENG/095P
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Eat Your People!

By Lou Kuenzler and 
David Wojtowycz 
(Orchard Books, January 2017)

Eat Your People! is a fabulously gruesome 

book. The writer, Lou Kuenzler, skilfully re-creates 

the incredibly familiar scene of the family dinner 

table, to which young readers (and their parents) 

can all relate, casting the rowing family members 

as monsters. Of course, these monsters are 

content to eat their broccoli; it’s the people on 

their plates that are causing so much disgust! 

As we all know, children love to be able to identify 

with the themes in a text, and the young audience 

of this book will have heard their parents chant 

such familiar phrases as ‘eat up, otherwise there 

won’t be any pudding!’ countless times. How 

wonderful to hear these phrases coming from 

larger-than-life monsters, complete with their 

own very familiar protestations and retorts. We 

also have the cliché of the obedient older sister, 

who always eats her people, providing some 

comedy for us when she ‘laughed so hard, her 

drink came out of her nose’! Not only is there 

much amusement to be derived from joining 

in with these familiar phrases in a contrary 

context, there is also hilarity in the way that David 

Wojtowycz’s illustrations unapologetically present 

these tiny ‘people’ on the monsters’ plates. 

The illustrations absolutely make this book. The 

monsters are huge, brightly coloured creatures 

with fuzzy outlines and stubbly hairs all over 

them, bearing in-offensive, toothy and goofy 

facial expressions. Conversely, the tiny ‘people’ 

on their plates are beautifully detailed, so that the 

young reader is fully aware that these unfortunate 

folk - unlucky enough to have ended up as 

monster-dinner - know what’s coming; they’re 

fearful of it, and they’re trying to escape! 

‘Surely he’s not going to actually eat those 

charming little children, is he?’ You ask yourself 

as the reader. “Can I just eat the heads?” begs the 

young monster. Naturally, mum insists he eats 

everything up. 

Spoiler alert! He gobbles them all up: pig-tails, 

sun-dresses and all. At this point, we are given a 

fabulous list of adjectives to describe the meal, 

which has huge potential for exploration in the 

classroom. I’m not going to tell you what Monty’s 

well-deserved, favourite pudding is, I’ll let you 

discover that delight for yourself. Needless to 

say it will charm your young readers further with 

its boundary-pushing, yet hilarious naughtiness. 

Children do love a book that’s a little bit wicked! 

I can see this book having gone down very well 

with the Early Years and Year 1 children I have 

taught; it has great potential for exploration. Here 

are some ideas that could be used alongside this 

text in the classroom:

•	  Creating monster puppets and retelling 

the story.

Continued >

By this point, the children in 
your class will be willing him 
on, desperate to see how an 
idea so wonderfully grisly and 
shocking will play out. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Eat-Your-People-Lou-Kuenzler/dp/1408330342/ref%3Dsr_1_1%3Fs%3Dbooks%26ie%3DUTF8%26qid%3D1480946624%26sr%3D1-1%26keywords%3Deat%2Byour%2Bpeople%23reader_1408330342
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•	  Using drama to freeze-frame and act 

out scenes in role as the monsters or 

the people; exploring facial expressions, 

thoughts and dialogue.

•	  Retelling the story from the point of view 

of the people, rather than the monsters.

•	  Shared writing in role as the people on 

the plates.

•	  Innovating the story with different 

characters.

•	  Creating alternative adjectives to 

describe the meal, perhaps generated 

from real eating experiences.

•	  Using shared writing to write a letter to 

the monster family, imploring them to 

give up eating people, with reasons. 

•	  Creating a monster dinner table in the 

role play area.

By Kathy Roe

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

kathy.roe@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestion

Stretch and Challenge for high attaining pupils 
at Key Stage 1 (16ENG/085P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Tuesday 21st February 2017

mailto:kathy.roe%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Eat%20Your%20People%21%20book%20review
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/085P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/085P
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Read it like  

you mean it!

Fluency is about so much more than 

reading at speed. Reading swiftly will only get 

you so far, however, master the skill of reading 

at a good rate whilst attaining to meaning, well, 

then you are well on the way to reaching a 

worthwhile destination. Master the ability to 

do this whilst attuning to the subtle nuances 

of an age-appropriate text - for example, a 

richly-worded, multi-clause sentence-wielding 

text from a high brow newspaper (perhaps, let’s 

say, The Guardian) in Y6, and then - according 

to the DFE - you have cracked it! This is, of 

course, no mean feat! In this article, I will explore 

a practical way to support children in upper key 

stage 2 to develop their fluency skills in order to 

allow them to read and understand some of the 

more challenging texts that we want them to 

access and enjoy.

Hearing a child read aloud is so revealing; it 

can tell us so much about their current stage 

of comprehension. The DFE know this, hence 

why they released videos of children reading 

at Age Related Expectation in the lead up to 

this year’s KS2 statutory assessments. In one of 

these videos, we see a Year 6 child giving a fluent 

reading of the deceptively harrowing text, The 

Boy in the Striped Pyjamas. Without asking this 

child a single question, we know that he ‘gets’ 

what he is reading. How else would he know to 

read ‘slowly and deliberately’ at certain points, 

and to ‘change pace and tempo’ at others when 

there are no overt clues in the text, other than the 

words on the page, guiding him to do so (see the 
exemplification guidance for a full description 
of his reading)? In order to be able to do this, 

we can safely assume that the comprehension 

cogs inside his brain are turning together in slick 

unison. Thus to say, his Prediction cog is turning 

enabling him to predict that ‘those sort of people’ 

are probably going to become the victims in 

this tale and therefore this phrase requires being 

spoken with a degree of ‘empathetic expression’. 

No doubt he is readily making connections 

on the spot (utilising his Connection cog) as 

he is able to use intonation to convey Gretel’s 

child-like and demanding nature – perhaps he 

has had experience of pre-adolescent girls who 

are obsessed with playing dolls from characters 

encountered in previous reading, maybe – or 

real life experiences, I wonder!. Either way, he 

is therefore able to recognise that the way she 

would ask questions would be in a naive, almost 

indignant manner.

What has gone on in the classroom therefore 

to enable this child to get this good at reading? 

Of course, there have no doubt been countless 

experiences and teacher practices involved in 

carving out such a competent comprehender, 

and without doubt, many of these practices 

and experiences have occurred throughout his 

primary schooling, and not just in Y6, but for the 

purpose of this article I want to focus on one 

element that has no doubt been a significant 

influencing factor throughout, and that is 

‘modelling’.

We can assume that during his primary schooling, 

this child has heard a lot of people reading aloud, 

and doing it rather well. He knows that when 

reading aloud you should: read it like you mean 

it! Clearly, he has been taught how to change 

his intonation in light of the obvious clues, like 

full stops, exclamation marks, question marks, 

commas. But, he is obviously doing so much 

more than just paying lip-service to the obvious 

punctuation. We know this because when those 

obvious clues are missing, he still manages to 

alter his intonation and pace, for example, in the 

following sentence: ‘Perhaps a few uncles too 

and some of those sorts of people who live on 

their own on everybody’s road but don’t seem to 

have any relatives at all…’ where the child pauses 

momentarily after the word ‘too’, and stresses the 

word ‘all’. So, how does he know to do this? The 

simple – and rather unhelpful - answer may be

Continued >

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2016-teacher-assessment-exemplification-ks2-english-reading
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2016-teacher-assessment-exemplification-ks2-english-reading
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/2016-teacher-assessment-exemplification-ks2-english-reading
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that he just does! He may be one of those 

children who has picked up this skill by osmosis, 

and, after hearing good readers reading aloud 

over many years, has now developed an implicit 

understanding of which words in the sentence 

hold special meaning and should therefore 

be stressed, and where additional pauses are 

likely to be necessary. But what about those 

children who haven’t yet managed to acquire 

this understanding by osmosis? For them, we 

may find it useful to provide explicit teaching 

alongside modelling. 

Although a little longer than the sentences 

tackled in the exemplification video, we can 

imagine that the child in the video would bring 

more to a read-aloud of this sentence than 

simply acknowledging the two commas and the 

final full stop. Indeed, as the teacher, I would 

model a read-aloud of this to my class by adding 

a great deal more than the overt punctuation 

that the author gives me. Specially, I would: 

add a fleeting pause after the fronted adverbial 

(‘For a long time’) to fix the time aspect in the 

listeners head; stress the word ‘and’ in order 

to reinforce the importance of the association 

between the ‘riding at night’ and this being ‘a 

secret’; ensure that the word ‘but’ is clipped 

and curt signalling the fact that a big reveal is 

coming up. I would continue in this way, adding 

Let’s take a pithy little sentence (note the 

sarcasm!) from the 2016 reading test as a way 

of unpicking the kind of explicit teaching that 

may be necessary:

For a long time Martine had only ever 

ridden Jemmy at night and in secret, but 

when her grandmother had found out 

about her nocturnal adventures she’d 

promptly banned them, on the grounds 

that the game’s reserve’s deadliest 

animals were all in search of dinner after 

dark and there was nothing they’d like 

more than to feast on a giraffe-riding 

eleven-year-old. 

the invisible punctuation that I know would add 

meaning to this piece. I would definitely almost 

shout the word ‘deadliest’ - perhaps adding a 

grimace as well – to mimic the exaggeration that 

Martine’s grandmother would have no doubt 

used when she was telling Martine about the 

dangers of late-night riding. And so on… But 

most importantly from a teaching perspective, 

I would want the children to be able to tell 

me exactly what I had done and why. I would 

begin quite simply by asking an open question: 

what did you notice about how I read that 

aloud? From this simple beginning, I would see 

what came forth. I might need to dig a bit here 

and there: 

From this simple beginning, I would see what 

came forth. I might need to dig a bit here and 

there: 

What did you notice about how 
I read that aloud?

Did you notice what I did with my voice 
at this bit? Why might I have done that?

I am going to read it again: can you 
note on your copies where I make a 
momentary pause (the children may 

choose to mark this with a star or arrow- 

anything that differentiates it from the 

current punctuation in use on the page)?

Why did I do that, do you think? Now, 
I would like you to listen again and 
highlight the words that I stress. Look 
at your partner’s script and compare. 
Now, look at the words that you have 
highlighted and underline the ones that 
I really stress.

Then, I would encourage them to begin 

annotating their copies (I would have enlarged 

these and perhaps increased the spacing 

between each word and line). 

I would continue with my exploration: 

By this point, the children have created their own 

annotated performance script, complete with 

Continued >
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additional markings to aid a confident read-along. 

Following this, I would want the children to have 

a go at reading it themselves, ‘like they mean it’, 

and to hear their partners reading it too. After this, 

feedback could be offered and improvements 

made. The next step would be to provide the 

children with the next sentence from the text and 

allow them to have a go at repeating the entire 

activity in pairs, and crucially, with less scaffolding. 

The intention is of course that after working 

this way over time and on a range of texts, the 

children bring this heightened awareness of the 

need to ‘read it like you mean it’ to their own 

independent reading. In fact, a mantra I often 

used in the classroom with my Year 6 children 

was ‘read it aloud, but in your head’. In other 

words, I was reminding the children of the 

importance of performing the text as a way of 

bringing additional meaning to the words at the 

point of reading. The more practise they had at 

doing this, the better they got at being able to do 

it ‘on the run’. 

I conclude by sharing with you a vivid memory 

of one of my pupils giving such a committed 

internal performance whilst tackling the KS2 

SATs reading paper that the effort was evident 

on his face – the eyebrows raised at moments 

of surprise, the forehead furrowed as he silently 

read-aloud a moment of great tension, the face 

softened as the narrative reached a conclusion. 

Put simply: he read it (albeit, silently and in his 

head) like he meant it. It won’t surprise you to 

know that he went on to do very well in the test 

and I have no doubt that he would have done 

well in this year’s test, even with its heightened 

expectations. I do wonder however if he has, 

after all these years, managed to restrain those 

obvious signs of an internal performance going 

on inside his head whilst reading. I can just 

imagine the curious looks he might receive 

from his fellow passengers as he makes his daily 

commute whilst getting deeply involved in a 

good book… !

By Penny Slater

Deputy Lead Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

penny.slater@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Conference suggestion

Reading on the Rise (16ENG/100P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Monday 27th March 2017 

 

The guest speaker for this event will be the 
HMI Lead for English OFSTED, Sarah Hubbard. 
A host of topical workshops exploring best 

practice in teaching reading across the whole 

school will also be available.

DON’T 
MISS OUT!

mailto:penny.slater%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Read%20it%20like%20you%20mean%20it%21%20article
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/100P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/100P
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Swooping and scooping: 

Prosody and a f uency family tree

Which came first? Chicken or egg? 

There is, as I predicted in my last fluency article 

‘Do you sound good to listen to? (Or Fluency: 

Reading’s best-kept secret weapon)’ (English 

Newsletter, Summer 2016), a continued revival 

of this aspect of reading. Much ado about 

something; something tangibly important 

and yet still so abstract that it has everyone 

blogging, tweeting (and even old-fashionedly 

talking!) about it, in an effort to gain a shared 

understanding and mental image of this thing 

called fluency. 

My article this time is concerned mainly with 

prosody. In Fluency Part 1, I outlined that there 

were three commonly-agreed aspects: 

•	  accuracy (e.g. phonetic words, trickier words, 

 chunking, self-correcting)

•	 pace (or rate/automaticity)

•	 prosody (or expression/intonation)

This time I want to dig a bit deeper into 

‘expression’, sometimes referred to as ‘prosody’. 

I read recently in a blog that children should 

be helped to read fluently with expression and 

intonation, but that to do those things well a 

reader needs to understand the text. However, 

what is sometimes not realised is that prosody 

can help to develop comprehension in young 

readers. Let’s expand on that term prosody and 

sit it with its friends and relations a moment:

Fluency

accuracy prosody pace

pitch juncture stress

Above: The fluency family tree. These terms are 

referred to in context below, for cross-referencing 

back to this diagram.

The act of reading in phrases, with micro-pauses, 

stress on appropriate words/syllables and voice 

pitch appropriate to context, has long been 

associated with poetry recitals, drama, and 

great soliloquys (picture a political “To be, or not 

to be…” speech). Currently, there’s a growing 

body of research evidence to show that a focus 

on prosody can help close gaps for children 

with reading difficulties. Some interventions 

funded by EEF have had common themes 

around fluency development (e.g. Switch On 

Reading); a music-based rhythmic intervention 

has shown promise (Rhythm for Reading); the 

highly-effective Fischer Family Trust Wave 3 and 

Continued > 

http://rhythmforreading.com/%20
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Reading Recovery 1:1 interventions have long had 

a heavy emphasis on fluency and phrasing. So, 

what can be transferred from these interventions 

directly to the classroom, to ‘immunise all’ and 

help prevent some gaps from forming? Here’s 

where, when and how you might teach aspects 

of prosody.

Modelled reading

Don’t spend forever predicting from the front 

cover! The skill of prediction can be more 

effectively taught if done in a variety of places, 

including plot flash-points and as characters’ 

feelings change. This stage is the Grandpappy 

of explicit teaching of fluency; so get into the 

book. Voice the decisions and inner voice of an 

experienced reader – from ‘Shall I start here or 

here?’ when modelling left to right directionality 

on a storytime Big Book in Nursery, to ‘Do I 

sound like I’m talking?’ in YR, to ‘Did I read that in 

swoops and scoops?’ in Y1 (prosody: juncture), 
to ‘Am I really showing how this character feels?’ 

in Y2 (prosody: stress). Show how phrased and 

fluent reading behaves, sounds, floats. Show 

how reading in swooping phrases, with its 

micro-pauses and nuanced stresses that convey 

more than discussion can do justice to, actually 

allows the reader to scoop up and load in the 

author’s vision - one smooth frame at a time.

These are all strategies that children benefit 

from being made explicit, so drip them into your 

shared work. In this way, the key strategies should 

be well-planted ahead of Guided Reading and – 

following the Book Introduction - the ‘Strategy 

Check’ really should be a quick check, perhaps 

asking children to work out and discuss specific 

example words that you know will cause issues 

in their upcoming book, or to re-emphasise a 

strategy pertinent to this group’s needs. 

Shared reading 

Having set the bar high, you now want the 

children to help and join in. This can be a partial 

re-reading, joining in with a repeated refrain 

(great for prosody) or helping to work out a word 

using their recent phonics, high frequency word 

(or even spelling) knowledge. Naturally, other 

aspects taught will include comprehension 

aspects (see HfL planning menus on the PA+ 

website for specific objectives), e.g. visualising, 

predicting, summarising. However, we must 

not forget the need to clearly model the 

speedy application of phonics en route to 

comprehension, especially at the pace and 

effectiveness we are after from the children. 

As with all things though, the devil is in the detail: 

ensure that, at whole class ‘Shared’ anything, 

you keep the majority focus on the Big Picture 

with minority focus on Fine Detail. I tend to say 

an 80/20 rough split of emphasis, so that 80% 

of your time you are modelling fluent reading 

and comprehension but occasionally - about 

20% - drill down to a finer level. You might model 

sensing the need to slow down a gear to:

•	  decode/chunk/finger-frame a word, or 

consult with a phoneme chart on a 

pronunciation (fuency: accuracy)

•	  write a tricky word out slowly on the 

whiteboard in order to “do a slow-check all 

through the word” (fuency: accuracy)

•	  re-read the sentence/clause again once 

the hard work is done to re-scoop up the 

meaning – (fuency: pace) 

•	  re-read to check or re-prosodise something 

(now there’s a lovely-sounding word!) 

(fuency: prosody)

Guided reading

instructional level is 90-94% accuracy (after any 

independent self-corrections) and in a phrased 

and fluent manner (see HfL GR booklet, HfL BB 

Continued > 
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tracker note at top). This phrasing and fluency 

may be after re-reading for intonation, but shows 

increasing awareness of when meaning is lost. 

This tends to happen in steps and stages of 

re-reading: when entering a new book-band, or 

as a very inexperienced reader, this may at first 

be inefficiently re-reading a page, to a sentence, 

to a phrase or word-level/within word – each 

showing higher and higher awareness of lost 

meaning and increasing fluency (see GR @ KS2 

booklet’s Fluency Rubric). Strategy checks need 

to include modelling of checking, re-reading and 

expressiveness as well as “what do we do if we 

get stuck on a word?’

Again, incorporate some dripped-in examples 

of how we can use larger decoding chunks 

than purely single grapheme crumbs, e.g. using 

graphemes from the previous phonic phase, 

or a couple of weeks ago. This could look like 

‘Sat-ur-day’ (also syllables – model which syllable 

to put the stress on, e.g. ‘present’ can have at 

least two meanings) or ‘sp-end/ing’ (onset-rime/

plus suffix). This may sound like splitting hairs, 

but it helps to get certain messages across to 

children:

•	  that they need to use their phonics to build 

bigger and bigger pictures

•	  that if they know this, they can get to that

•	  that efficient readers scoop up words and 

phrases (juncture) as they read, not boil it 

down to crumbs

•	  that, ultimately, it is the message – or Big 

Picture - that is the point of reading

child altogether; no indeedy. It is possible to 

remove the burden of decoding by easing the 

decodability…sliding it down a little….ensuring 

the ‘wading through mud’ barrier is lifted by 

diluting the mud. The old ‘drop a band’ trick is 

one way; re-reading yesterday’s Guided Reading 

text is another way. This has the benefit of the 

reader hearing what it means to be fluent, if they 

have become stuck in the mud; something we 

can tend to see if we have over-emphasised 

the sounding out for too long or allowed it 

to perpetuate even on familiar words or texts. 

But, do beware: saying ‘read it fast’ will not 

cut it – fluency is not a motorbike speed-trial. 

Appropriate speed comes from a range of other 

ingredients: closely-matched text, use of phrasing, 

a good de–bugging of text and engagement in 

wanting to sound like the book is talking to you - 

telling someone to read faster often results in 

anxiety, more errors, and giving the message that 

rapid-fire word recognition is the goal, not the 

overall Big Picture message. Playscript-reading, 

in Year 2 for example, is a perfect vehicle for 

this. Some great work in America has been done 

around ‘Readers’ Theatre’, which is the rehearsal 

of expressive playscript reading as a group. There 

are many high quality fiction books that are 

laid out in helpful phrases and are perfect for 

practising those sweeps and scoops. If this is an 

area of need, then ensure when you select books 

or help children select their own, that you factor

Continued > 

Independent 

highly accurate (95-100%, after any independent 

self-correcting… and no, that’s not after a helpful 

raised eyebrow/elbow-nudge! They need their 

own internal eyebrow.). Plenty of mileage at 

this kind of high gear enables phrased and 

fluent reading, attention to punctuation, and 

working memory to be freed up to think about 

comprehension. You see, and I know this is a 

bit off-piste, but to focus on comprehension it 

is not always necessary to ‘remove the barrier 

of decoding’ by removing decoding from the 
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this aspect into the mix, e.g. ‘Once there were 
giants’ by Martin Waddell.

So, do children need to develop prosody in 

order to develop comprehension? If we take 

prosody to include reading in lilts…swoops 

and sweeps, scoops and leaps…parsing the 

meaning of clauses and phrases as they go…

loading in a chunk of meaning at a time….

layering up the images… then wouldn’t the act 

of reading prosodically actually help to develop 

comprehension? (Just as I guided you to do 

just now with that 50-word sentence!) Looked 

at another way, if we don’t provide readers with 

opportunities to read prosodically – somewhere 

in their diet, and regularly in their diet - then 

there’s a good chance we are actually depriving 

them of opportunities to build those mental 

images. Our readers can get ‘stuck in the mud’. 

And at no time has it been made more obvious to 

us than now, that this is where the government 

wants us to take decoding next; if children are to 

be able to decode, load in the meaning a phrase 

at a time, retain that and build layers of visuals, 

on sentences up to 61 words long (yes, the KS2 

paper included sentences up to that length!), 

then we in EYFS and KS1 must gain a new 

understanding of what it means to parse, phrase 

and scoop. We owe it to our developing readers 

to expand our notion of ‘stamina’ in this way.

And what of my earlier claim that Modelled 

Reading is the Grandpappy of it all..? Well, if that’s 

true then the daily readaloud must surely be the 

Great Grandpappy. But that’s a whole other story…

If you are currently focusing on developing any 

of these aspects in your practice, do get in touch 

to share examples of what’s worked well, or book 

titles that lend well to developing prosody:  

kirsten.snook@hertsforlearning.co.uk 

By Kirsten Snook

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

kirsten.snook@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestions

Guided Reading at KS1: Developing Fluent 
Readers (16ENG/088P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Monday 6th March 2017

Closing the Gaps: Accelerating Progress in 
English at KS1 (16ENG/075P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Monday 16th January 2017

Further reading

HfL’s YR-KS1 Guided Reading booklet 

on PA+ website

The Ultimate Guided Reading How-To Book, 

by Gail Saunders-Smith

‘Which Book and Why: Using Book Bands 

for Guided Reading’ 

by Bodman & Franklin

Researchers

Dr Tim Rasinski 

Dr Andrew Holliman  

Dr Marion Long

https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/0744578361/%3Ftag%3Dmh0a9-21%26hvadid%3D14121820469%26hvqmt%3De%26hvbmt%3Dbe%26hvdev%3Dc%26ref%3Dpd_sl_4fp6oh3u0c_e
https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/0744578361/%3Ftag%3Dmh0a9-21%26hvadid%3D14121820469%26hvqmt%3De%26hvbmt%3Dbe%26hvdev%3Dc%26ref%3Dpd_sl_4fp6oh3u0c_e
mailto:kirsten.snook%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Swooping%20and%20scooping%3A%20prosody%20and%20a%20fluency%20family%20tree%20article
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/088P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/088P
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/075P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/075P
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The Crow’s Tale

By Naomi Howarth 
(Frances Lincoln Children’s Books, 2015)

This beautiful book retells the Native 
American myth of Rainbow Crow from the 

folklore of the Lenni Lanape tribe. Howarth has 

taken this popular story from oral tradition and 

presented it as a narrative poem. 

In the beginning it is winter, the animals are 

freezing and Crow is tasked with travelling to the 

Creator (in this version, the sun) to ask for warmth. 

“With his radiant feathers and sweet singing voice, 

the animals knew they had made the right choice.

The magnificently coloured kaleidoscope Crow 

was the one who would battle through ice, wind 

and snow.”

Clearly, this image of Crow does not match the 

one we might recognise of a black, cawing bird. 

So what befalls Rainbow Crow along the way? 

Readers of all ages will be bewitched by the tale 

and will not fail to be touched by its important 

message, revealed at the end. Naomi Howarth’s 

language is rich and evocative; the rhyming 

couplets create a natural, soothing rhythm that 

mirrors the tone of the tale. 

As well as being expertly retold, this story boasts 

vibrant illustrations that combine the techniques 

of lithographic printing with watercolour painting. 

The images are charming and complement the 

text superbly Howarth’s work is deserving indeed 

of its place on the illustrated books shortlist for 

the Waterstone’s Children’s Book Prize 2016.

Whilst we should not dare to judge a book by 

its cover, I confess that it was indeed the cover 

of this book that first drew me towards it. The 

stunning image of Rainbow Crow begs a closer 

inspection and provokes the question: “Who 

is this flamboyant Crow character?” And thus, 

I was drawn into the narrative and was not 

disappointed. Yes, I stood and read the whole 

book while in the shop, but I bought the book 

afterwards not out of guilt but because I knew 

that I would want to look and read it again and 

again and share my enjoyment with others. 

Whilst the book is written with younger children 

in mind, I even managed to grab the attention of 

my teenage daughter with a rendition. 

The Crow’s Tale is Howarth’s first published book, 

but I imagine she will be an author/ illustrator 

to watch out for in the future. Her second book, 

Tug of War, will be published in 2017 by Frances 

Lincoln Children’s Books.

By Michelle Nicholson

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

michelle.nicholson@hertsforlearning.co.uk

mailto:michelle.nicholson%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=The%20Crow%27s%20Tale%20book%20review
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Deepening 
comprehension skills  
through guided reading

Across this term I have had the good 
fortune to be involved in a number of KS2 

guided reading lessons in a variety of schools. 

They have had several things in common: pre-

reading of an age-appropriate, high interest text 

before the discussion, focus within our session 

on an extract from the chapter(s) that had been 

read, a conversation emanating from one key 

question, and enthusiastic, engaged children 

who  are used to ‘talking about books’. It has 
been a joy.

Books had been chosen to suit the children’s 

reading abilities, so that they could access them 

independently but with a little ‘stretch and 

challenge’, giving them something to read that 

they might not choose for themselves from 

a library shelf, but which their class teachers 

believed they would enjoy. Included were: 

Kensuke’s Kingdom by Michael Morpurgo, Ice 

Palace by Robert Swindells, The Clumsies Make 

a Mess by Sorrel Anderson, Carrie’s War by Nina 

Bawden and Stig of the Dump by Clive King.

Pre-reading is important for a number of reasons. 

It develops independence and stamina. It 

promotes engagement and builds towards that 

love of reading we aim for. It means the children 

already have knowledge and something to talk 

about before the session, thereby being more 

likely to take ownership of it. Where appropriate, 

it can be helpful if, at the end of this session, the 

children look back over what they have read 

and record words whose meaning is still not 

clearly understood, ready to talk about the next 

day with the teacher. Too many words will tell 

you that either, the book is at the moment too 

difficult, or (if the child can ‘work them out’ with 

help) that they need strategies for unpicking 

word meanings.

In some cases the children were reading on 

independently, in others they were reading 

particular chapters before then continuing with 

their own reading book. For our guided sessions, 

I chose an extract that I knew they would all have 

read which fitted the key question on which I 

wanted to focus.

Let’s look at one of those in a little more detail. 

To consider within the context of Kensuke’s 

Kingdom, I picked the statement: ‘identifies how 
the author signals change in the narration, time 
and place and notes the effect that this has 
on them as the reader’ from the HfL reading 

criteria for Y5 and presented this to the children 

as what’s the journey like for Michael?’ (For those 

who don’t know the book, Chapter 3 is a series 

of diary entries set across ten months of a sea 

voyage.) After a brief catch-up on events so far 

and a check that they’d understood the passage 

of time across the chapter, I asked them to 

re-read the entry for September 30th thinking 

about the journey from Michael’s point of view. 

This opportunity for a focused re-read, with only 

a few minutes to do it, is a key tool for teachers 

(including those of secondary-age children) who 

are preparing students to be able to comment 

independently on texts. By planning for it, we 

are ensuring they have supported practice of the 

thing they need to be able to do independently.

Back on pages 25-27, we clarified ‘slammed’, 

‘hurled’ and ‘slicing into’ by miming the actions. 

They weren’t sure what ‘tankers’ were but worked 

it out when told to go back to the sentences 

around the word. And I explained ‘gannets’ as that 

there are no definitive clues about that one! 

Continued > 
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In response to, ‘so, tell me what you’ve learned 

about the characters’, they let me know that: 

mum’s an organiser, dad’s more practical – but 

not very good at the jobs, Michael is observant, 

excited, scared, and that he gets bored when 

there’s only one thing to eat. Initially, I had to 

press them with, ‘what makes you say that?’ or, 

‘which words gave that impression?’ but they very 

quickly realised that proving their ideas becomes 

‘both easy and fun when you focus closely on 

the text. To wrap up this bit I wanted to know 

whether they noticed any changes over time in 

an entry that looked back across the first month 

of the voyage. By now they were talking between 

themselves and decided that there were a lot of 

different events but that the people described 

stayed the same. 

Then I asked them to re-read the entry for 

December 25th which we discussed in the 

same way – looking really closely at the words 

and thinking about what they tell us. A highlight 

for me was one child deciding that’s Gran’s 

Christmas pudding must have been horrible 

because Stella the dog barely sniffed it and 

Michael ‘didn’t blame her’. (I ‘nudged’ at that point 

saying, ‘Michael Morpurgo didn’t tell us what the 

pudding was like did he? – We could work it out 

from people’s reactions to it. You could try that in 

your writing…’) Once again, by focusing them on 

a short extract that was part of a larger reading 

experience, the children were able to find details 

that explained characters’ behaviours at different 

points of the voyage. To finish they were asked 

to ‘skim and scan’ the two extracts and compare 

the differences between them, thinking also 

about how this made them feel. To do this they 

would inevitably be picking up the details of my 

key question of the author’s signalling of changes 

across a passage of time. 

All of the children had an answer but my favourite, 

with accompanying gestures, was: ‘well the first 

one’s all up and down like this, like the sea’s really 

rough and he loves some bits and hates other 

bits. Then the next one he’s got used to it and 

dad can do the jobs properly and mum is winning 

more at chess. It’s calmer, more like this, just a 

little bit up and down.’ Skimming and scanning 

is another key skill that we need to enable the 

children to do well if they are to be successful, 

not just in the KS2 reading comprehension tests, 

but in GCSE and A Level examinations. It is not 

really a natural part of ‘reading’ so we need to 

provide opportunities for deliberate practice. 

Both, as in the example above, to secure an 

overall view once a whole section has been read, 

but also, to be able to rapidly retrieve specific 

details in response to a question.

A detailed description of the session based on 

the opening chapter of Stig of the Dump can be 

found on the HfL blog (click here) but the session 

followed the same format: a ‘teacher-speak’ 

question in my head: ‘comments on how a 

character is built and presented, referring to 

dialogue, action and description’ that was 

presented to the children as: ‘Let’s see what this 

section of the first chapter tells us about the two 

main characters’; an opportunity to re-read the 

selected page(s) to themselves before discussing 

as a group; discussion and clarification of new or 

potentially misleading vocabulary; a nailing down 

of detail through focus on specific sentences; 

skimming and scanning and, an overall aim of 

‘digging deeper’ with their comprehension skills. 

What both, and indeed all of the sessions had in 

common, was the engagement and enthusiasm 

of the children for the books they were reading. 

They wanted to talk about them. Certainly 

they needed reminders about talking to one 

another rather than just to me. And this is very 

important. To be truly, deeply involved with a 

text, comprehending it fully, the children need 

to be able to ask, answer and discuss between 

themselves – and we need to support them in 

learning to do this.

They also needed prompting to go back, and 

back again to the text to be sure of the fact they 

were retrieving or the point they were making. 

This is something else we have to support them 

with. They will get things wrong - through 

rushing, or misunderstanding, or sometimes 

misreading. If it’s a word or a concept they don’t 

know we can unpick it for them (or, ideally 

someone else in the group can), but often it’s a 

case for, ‘hmm, I’m not sure about that, go back 

and have another read of the sentence. And 

the ones before and after, see what else you 

think.’ And wait while they do it. The ensuing 

conversations are fascinating as the children 

realise that their opinions can change, that 

specific words have particular meanings in 

different contexts, and that authors make

Continued > 

https://blogs.hertsforlearning.co.uk/2016/10/25/guided-reading-in-action-digging-deeper-at-the-dump/
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deliberate choices for the effects they want. (I 

also know I am embedding a skill of text and 

answer checking that will serve them well in a 

written comprehension test.) 

Detail will need drawing out so that the children 

learn to add to their answers, to consider more 

than their first thoughts, and to look for additional 

evidence, support, or contradictions within the 

texts.

We do need to make sure that differing reading 

abilities within our classes are accommodated 

through the different texts offered so that all 

children’s reading competency moves on.

But above all, we need to ensure (as had been 

done in these sessions by the class teachers 

involved) that the children are reading texts that 

will engage them and sustain their attention and 

that our conversations about those texts allow 

the children to explore their thoughts and ideas 

freely, with enthusiasm and energy.

 If we do these things, not only will the children’s 

reading comprehension be deepened and 

developed, but our sessions will be hugely 

enjoyable lessons that may end as one of these 

did, with a child saying, ‘well, that was really fun’. 

And I could only agree, ‘yes, it was, wasn’t it.’

By Alison Dawkins

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

alison.dawkins@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Course suggestions

Guided reading at KS1: Developing Fluent 
Readers (16ENG/088P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Monday 6th March 2017

Guided reading at Key Stage 2: developing 
thinking readers (16ENG/089P) 
HDC, Stevenage | Monday 6th March 2017

mailto:alison.dawkins%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Deepening%20comprehension%20skills%20through%20guided%20reading%20article
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/088P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/088P
http://booking.hertsforlearning.co.uk/actweb/WDC/sseo/template_001.cfm%3FpageID%3D5%26template%3DcourseDetails%26courseID%3D16ENG/089P%26eventCode%3D16ENG/089P
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Writing for a purpose across the curriculum: 
inspiring a life-long love of writing

Children, like adults, need to see 
the value of a task when asked to do something 

that they wouldn’t naturally elect to do. 

to write. Some find it easy: they love it, relish 

every opportunity and approach each task with 

a mini-fist pump and an elongated ‘yesssss!’ 

Others in the class don’t mind writing, as long 

as the task appeals and in all honesty they will 

do anything to please their teacher. Then there 
is a minority who despair whenever writing 
is mentioned- the children who would rather 

be asked to sit in a bath of blood-sucking 

leeches than be asked to put pen to paper. We 

can’t guarantee that a child will enter our class 

with an intrinsic motivation for writing and we 

shouldn’t rely on primary age children being 

desperate to win our approval. The average 

primary child cannot project himself/ herself into 

a future where writing skills will be needed for a 

GCSE examination, university application or job 

completion. Whilst many children declare their 

desire to become professional footballers, very 

few children imagine a life as an author or even 

see that writing is skill for life. If a child doesn’t 

see writing as a task to be valued in the here and 

now, we have little chance of helping them see 

a future with writing at the centre. The need for 

promoting a life-long love of reading is well

Continued > 

What is in
it for me?

is the unspoken question on many lips when 

a request is made. Rarely do we perform tasks 

for truly altruistic purposes and we might flatly 

refuse to engage in an activity that we don’t 

enjoy, even if we know that it wwould ultimately 

be of benefit. Like me and jogging. Going for a 

run is not my idea of relaxation, de-stressing, 

re-energising or anything else that my trainer-

wearing friends might persuade me to believe. I 

don’t enjoy it, I don’t see the point and I won’t 

do it even if it would make your day. And yet, 

as teachers, we ask children on a daily basis 
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documented –and indeed the National 

Curriculum insists we nurture that- but do we 

ever consider how to ensure children acquire a 

life-long positivity towards writing? If we suspect 

that our clientele is just not that into writing, we 

may have to up the ante or take a different line. 

A subtle shift in the way that we present tasks, or 

indeed in the nature of written tasks themselves, 

may open children’s eyes to the immediate 

benefits of communicating in print.

children see that their writing has a real purpose 

and audience, the “What’s in it for me?” becomes 

clear and a benefit achievable. From the drafting 

stage right through to editing and publishing in 

very best joined up handwriting with no spelling 

mistakes, the children will be motivated to apply 

themselves to the task.

Get something: write for a gain

Famously, a disgruntled passenger who wrote 

to Richard Branson to complain about his airline 

meal was very richly rewarded. The Virgin boss 

was allegedly so impressed by the writer’s 

discourse that he offered the man a job in his 

company: (http://bit.ly/2gv5dQb). 

Now, I am not suggesting that children will 

necessarily have a grievance to air, but I do see 

a lot of letters being written in schools and not 

many postage stamps going on them. Surely if a 

child is going to the bother of writing a letter of 

persuasion or complaint, they ought to have a 

genuine audience and something to gain from 

the effort. Work on the basis of: “If you don’t 
ask, you don’t get.” My class of Year 3s once had 

a lovely set of letters back from an author who 

took time out to reply individually to each child 

and answer their questions. Similarly, a couple of 

months ago, I was in a school where they were 

proudly displaying a letter from Buckingham 

Palace. Seemingly the children had written to ask 

the Queen to come to their celebration tea party 

in honour of her 90th birthday. The Queen’s 

Lady in Waiting took pains to explain that whilst 

Her Majesty was indisposed on that date, she 

thanked them so very much for inviting her and 

wished them a very enjoyable time. An official 

letter from Buckingham Palace on headed paper! 

Realistic in their expectations, the children were 

happy with that. So if we aim our sights a little 

lower, we can be handsomely rewarded for our 

efforts. Whilst Tim Peake might not be able to 

acquiesce to a request to accompany him into 

space, he could agree to send a signed photo. 

Your favourite footballer probably won’t be able 

to get you tickets to the final but he might send 

a team ball for your Christmas tombola. Once 

Share information:  
writing for a purpose

Children do need to know their target audience. 

As far as possible, design final written outcomes 

to have a genuine rationale to answer ‘Why am 

I writing? Who will see my work?’ You may have 

noticed that children often take extra care with 

their handwriting when they are writing for an 

audience. I remember a class painstaking creating 

labels and captions for a class museum and 

proudly writing the invitations to their parents 

to come and visit. The very act of showcasing 

children’s work does raise the presentation bar 

and of course children like to see that their work 

is being valued. Here are a few twists on familiar 

activities that might give more of a sense of 

purpose:

•	  Stories can be written with a specific 

audience in mind ie written to be shared with 

younger classes or to become part of a short 

Continued >
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story collection for the class book corner. If 

you haven’t done so in the past, do consider 

entering your class for competitions such as 

500 words. http://bbc.in/2gQezUY

•	  Sports reports can be uploaded onto the 

school website or stored in a season’s 

fixtures book with photos; similarly, recounts 

of trips can be designed to be shared.

•	  School information letters can become 

direct messages to friends and family, 

including invitations to parents’ evenings 

or assemblies or book recommendations 

created to give directly to a peer. They tend 

to have a higher success rate anyway when 

an appeal comes direct from the child.

•	  Non-fiction reports can be information for 

visitors to the school such as information 

boards about species of plants or animals 

around the school grounds or class 

encyclopaedias to go into the school library.

•	  Persuasive adverts: instead of the usual 

adverts for the sale of imaginary devices, 

consider letting children write an ad to 

appear in a school newsletter or concert 

programme in order to sell or swap any 

unwanted articles.

•	  Diary entries: children are often taken to 

retirement homes in order to sing to the 

elderly residents. But it is worth considering 

what these people can share with us. In 

the past, carefully chosen pensioners have 

shared stories about our local area or their 

childhood during the war and the children 

have in turn faithfully recorded these 

recounts. Such eye-witness accounts are 

valuable and children see how important 

and urgent it is that they write down these 

disappearing stories for posterity.

Any of the above can be shared by blogging 

to schools across the world. Make Waves  

www.makewav.es is a safe learning platform for 

children where they can upload written articles, 

audio or video to share with other children. It 

is free to use, and children love the chance to 

communicate directly with others in this way. 

They can even earn badges as they complete 

certain activities.

If you want a more direct relationship with a 

school then you could consider twinning with 

another school within the UK or abroad. The 

British Council can help to set you up with a 

partner school: http://bit.ly/2gIs8Fq 

You can use the work you do here to gain 

accreditation towards the International School 

Award, as I did. You can even apply for funding 

to enable exchange visits. Once you have 

established a link with a school, the children 

can share all sorts of writing with each other, 

far beyond simplistic letters detailing family 

members and hobbies. The sky is the limit.

Apply skills: 
writing across the curriculum

Cross curricular writing provides the perfect 

opportunity for children to write for a purpose 

and to polish the language structures that they 

have been rehearsing during English lessons. 

Maybe, following geography sessions on town 

planning, children are writing a letter to the Town 

Council to persuade officials to build a bypass. 

Perhaps they are writing instructions to go with 

the model or sandwiches they made in DT. A trip 

to a Synagogue might lead to a recount of the 

day in an RE lesson. Children seem to engage 

very naturally with such writing scenarios. This 

might be because they can relate the writing to a 

direct experience or perhaps because they value 

the reason behind it. 

Continued > 
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When designing writing tasks in other subjects, 

teachers often seem to feel freer to let their 

creative streak shine out. History lessons 

provide a rich seam of writing opportunities 

from character descriptions or biographies of 

historical figures, to diary entries or narratives 

written from the point of view of an imaginary 

person back in time. But we do like to go the 

extra mile when it comes to framing these writing 

sessions. I’d be lying if I pretended I hadn’t set 

off the smoke alarm whilst charring the edges 

of some tea-stained, pseudo Tudor paper. And 

perhaps the parents didn’t thank me when 

the children returned home with black fingers 

from writing wax–sealed letters from Henry to 

Catherine of Aragon in home-made quill pens. 

But the children had a whale of a time. Likewise, 

I will maintain that Year 6 wrote much more 

passionate diary accounts once I had evacuated 

them with their suitcases and gas mask boxes 

on the train to the next village. Sessions such as 

these stick in children’s minds and the final work 

is often show-cased in eye-catching displays 

which leave children in no doubt as to the value 

of their creation.

were allowed to write about trains, Disney or 

Minecraft. One teacher told me of a Traveller who 

had refused to write until one day someone had 

interviewed him for the school magazine. He 

told the interviewer all about birds to look out 

for in autumn and winter. The article written by 

his peer made him so proud that he decided to 

write one for the Spring Edition of the magazine 

by himself! These were extreme cases of having 

to bend to meet a child but they made me realise 

that we all become a little more motivated when 

we can write about something for which we feel 

a passion. 

The new curriculum has given us an element 

of freedom in that we are no longer slaves to 

a genre based approach. Young children need 

to be introduced to a variety of text types and 

understand how instructions look and behave 

differently to a narrative. However, as children 

get older, they become more familiar with each 

text type and may begin to express a preference 

for one form of writing over another. It is worth 

remembering that some aspects of grammar 

lend themselves perfectly to a particular text 

type and thus we need to ensure that children 

experience a mix of persuasive texts, narratives, 

reports and so on. But, within that balance, there 

is flexibility about how those skills could be 

presented as long as the child remains faithful to 

the aim of the text. Is the purpose of the writing 

to entertain, inform, persuade or argue? Can that 

purpose be achieved through a slightly different 

medium? For example, does it matter whether 

children record their fictional recount as a letter 

or a diary entry? Could the students choose to 

present their facts on rainforest conservation 

as a newspaper report or an information leaflet, 

as long as they demonstrate the sentence 

structures, vocabulary and spellings that you 

have modelled? I would hope that we still see 

a teaching sequence for writing as a way of 

supporting children to build up their skills, but 

could we allow a certain amount of wriggle room 

in order to accommodate different interests and 

motivations. 

Finally, it is worth asking yourself: Are the children 

ever free to just write, unhindered, or is every 

journey of pen on paper accompanied by the 

baggage of Learning Objectives, Success Criteria 

and Next Step Marking? Whilst the 

Continued > 

Find a way in:  
designing an element of choice

The true fact of life is this: a book that happens 

to set my heart thumping may leave yours 

unmoved; a writing task that gets your creative 

juices flowing may leave mine stagnant and 

cold. We are not all the same- children have 

different cultural references, home experiences 

and interests and yet we expect them to spend 

many hours together applied in the same tasks. 

Whilst I am not advocating that you develop a 

Montessori methodology to your classroom, 

I would encourage a look at planning to 

see whether an element of choice could be 

introduced to written tasks. Perhaps children 

could be liberated to follow their own interests 

within the boundaries of the lesson objectives. 

Recently I read twenty nine biographies of the 

same historical figure. Could the same skills have 

been rehearsed if children had been allowed to 

select their favourite athlete or singer to write 

about? In the past I have taught children with 

ASD who would only put pen to paper if they 
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aforementioned are essential to improving the 

quality of writing, they can stifle creativity and 

willingness to commit. To use another analogy: 

swimming lessons are necessary to perfect 

the skill and prevent drowning, but once you 

have mastered the basics it’s delicious to have 

some unstructured time to splash around and 

do whatever you please without an instructor 

critiquing your breathing technique. Not all 

children will choose to write at home, so it’s 

worth taking a leaf out of the Foundation Stage 

book and carving out some slots in a term for 

‘free writing’, just as we would offer ‘free reading’ 

or a ‘fun swim’. 

through guided writing and support- they know 

when their work is good and when it is sub-par. 

Use the editing and reviewing process not to 

stifle engagement but to draw out that ‘yessss’ 

moment when a child knows their writing works.

In an effort to develop reading skills and reading 

for pleasure, teachers are conscious of the need 

for an attractive book corner, a well-stocked 

school library and role models for readers. In the 

same way, we need to develop a writing-rich 

learning environment- not crammed with 

laminated offerings from twinkly web-sites but 

full of examples of children’s work, authentic 

writing, relevant practical support and variety. 

As well as the physical environment, we need 

to consider the tone we set- the vibes we give 

off. Luckily, it comes naturally to most primary 
practitioners but do keep smiling. The best 

way to encourage a love for writing is by having 

fun with it so that developing skills is always a 

pleasure and never a chore.

The above ideas will hopefully show pupils that 

writing is valued and purposeful. They should 

see that writing can get results and that the skills 

they rehearse in English lessons can be used 

across their school work. They should also be 

given the satisfaction of seeing their work out 

in the world- to know that there was a reason 

behind the effort. Furthermore, children should 

sometimes have the choice to approach a task 

in a way that they feel they can do justice to and 

have opportunities to explore their burgeoning 

talents privately, without the promise of pink or 

green highlighters. Ultimately, what we want is 

for children to develop a joy of writing and realise 

the huge power they have at their finger-tips if 

they write well. A realisation that would give them 

a buzz so electrifying that they might be inspired 

to keep at it long after their teacher has stopped 

asking them to write. 

By Michelle Nicholson

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

michelle.nicholson@hertsforlearning.co.uk

Show what writing can do: 
share quality models

During last summer’s Olympics, competitors 

from around the globe inspired many people to 

engage in sport and develop their own athletic 

skills. In the same way, the best writers can 

motivate children to write from the heart. When 

planning, it is important to choose engaging texts 

that spark the imagination and foster respect. 

Allow children the opportunity to explore good 

quality published writing- and lots of it And 

then give time to absorb and enjoy, rather than 

immediately jumping in and underlining all 

the noble features and analysing the choice 

of punctuation. In the race to write, Phase 

One of the Teaching Sequence for Writing is 

often galloped over. However, this is the phase 

that provides the raison d’être for writing. In a 

child’s words: “Wow! This is good stuff. It makes 

me think of — ”. Without that, a child will be 

indifferent as to how the magic was created.

Before children can attempt a new task, it must 

be modelled. It’s worth preparing a written model 

in advance so that you know the skills you want 

to demonstrate and the overall direction of the 

piece. Then, commentate as you write for the 

children - what are the conscious decisions you 

are making as to word choice and grammatical 

structure? Show them how you craft a piece and 

make editorial decisions as you go. By pitching 

our own written models high, we can show the 

children how writing can reach people and how 

they can make their own writing do the same. 

Aim high and support the children to do the same 

mailto:michelle.nicholson%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Writing%20for%20a%20purpose%20across%20the%20curriculum%3A%20inspiring%20a%20life-long%20love%20of%20writing%20article
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now knows that he will need to find an ‘A’ all by 

himself. So he visits the farm and then the zoo to 

ask the animals for help. But will the farm animals 

want to live on a F_RM? 

This lovely quest story explores the application of 

phonics in KS1. It is ideal for adding a fun element 

to teaching phonics through blending alien 

words mostly starting with ‘QU’, identifying letter 

names and the application of some word endings 

and Phase 5 long vowel phonemes. 

THIS BOOK IS _ RE_L TRE_T AND IT WILL

Quick Quack 
Quentin
By Kes Gray and Jim Field 
(Hodder Children’s Books, 2016)

We all know that a duck’s quack can 

be quite loud but what would happen if a duck 

couldn’t quack properly? What would it do? 

This comical picture book tells the story of 

a duck called Quentin who develops a very 

peculiar problem and pays a visit to the doctor. 

His symptoms seem to be that he has lost the ‘A’ 

from his QUACK so he can only say QU_CK!

Unfortunately, the doctor can’t offer him much 

help. There is no medicine that he can prescribe 

but he can give him a replacement for his ‘A’ so 

he offers him the ‘O’ out of DOCTOR. Quentin 

M_KE YOU  

L_UGH OUT LOUD!

By Ruth Goodman

Primary Teaching and 

Learning Adviser (English)

ruth.goodman@hertsforlearning.co.uk

mailto:ruth.goodman%40hertsforlearning.co.uk?subject=Quick%20Quack%20Quentin%20book%20review
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