
Reading is fun, and 
that’s justification 
enough for a child to do 
it. And if we – parents, 
teachers, writers – can 
keep it fun, or can make 
it fun where it wasn’t  
before, that’s perhaps 
the best educational gift 
we can give them. 
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Welcome to your new eco-friendly online edition of Primary 

Matters, packed as usual with practical and research-based 

ideas and inspiration for the primary classroom. 

 

We have some great articles to inspire you in this issue: the 

ever-popular children’s author, poet and songwriter John 

Dougherty starts us off with a plea to us all to really let 

children read for pleasure without imposing our own views upon them.  

A serious message delivered in his usual humorous way. 

 

Andrea Varney from the British Library reveals their brand-new website aimed 

at children which is packed with artefacts and resources from many authors over 

many years. This resource promises to be both inspiring and original. 

 

Read all about Larraine Harrison’s research in action as she recounts the 

experiences of teachers involved in a drama project, and heed the wise words of 

Rachel Clarke as she develops our repertoire for teaching reading 

comprehension. 

 

Penny Slater has a wealth of knowledge to share and never fails to inspire and 

entertain. Here, she considers how reading confidence can have a positive 

impact on comprehension. 

 

Finally, Ian Eagleton tells us all about the new app, The Reading Realm. Don’t 

confine yourself to exploring the app though—the website is brimming with 

ideas, relevant and current features which reflect the challenge of teaching 

primary English—not to be missed. 

 

I have recently been appointed as NATE’s Primary Officer which will lead to 

exciting changes to the website including a dedicated NATE Primary web page, 

packed with the latest news, resources and events. You can also look forward to 

a new monthly primary illumiNATE sharing innovative teaching approaches for 

the classroom. If you have an idea we can include in illumiNATE, please send 

to me at primary@nate.org.uk. 

  

JANET GOUGH 

Editor  

3 NATE Primary Matters Summer 2019 

 

4 Reading for pleasure, for pleasure by John Dougherty 

9 Discovering Children’s Books by Andrea Varney 

12 To use drama or not to use drama by Larraine Harrison 

15 Developing a repertoire for reading comprehension by Rachel Clarke 

18 Read like nobody is watching by Penny Slater 

20 The Reading Realm by Ian Eagleton 

Editor  
Janet Gough 
 
 
    

NATENATENATENATE    
    
ISSN 2051-7971 
 
The views expressed in the 
magazine are 
those of the authors and do 
not necessarily represent the 
views of the association. 
 
Cover illustration  
Fisher of Stars 
© Stella Perrett 2016 
Used with kind permission 
 
 
 
 
 
Aizlewood’s Mill 
Nursery Street 
Sheffield 
S3 8GG 
info@nate.org.uk  

 
 
 
 

Primary Matters 
Spring 2020 
 
 
 
 

Contents: 



In this article, popular children’s author John Dougherty discusses 

aspects of reading for pleasure and urges us to ensure reading really is 

a pleasure for the children we teach. 

I suspect my 

terrible sense 

of direction is a 

direct result of 

the fact that, as 

a child, I never 

looked where I 

was going if I 

could look at a 

book instead. I 

was always 

quite happy to 

be led around 

if it meant I 

could find out 

what happened 

on the next 

page.  
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Reading for pleasure,  
for pleasure 

I worry about reading for pleasure sometimes.  

Not the concept, you understand; far from it. 

Reading has been many things for me – a  

hiding-place, a pastime, a sort of meditation, a 

barometer for my mental health – but above 

all, for most of my life, reading has been a joy. 

From an early age, I was the sort of child who 

always had his nose in a book: I fell in love 

with Aslan before I was five, and devoured the 

adventures of Odysseus, Heracles, Spider-Man 

and the Silver Surfer with equal fervour. I 

imagined myself as one of the Fantastic Four 

or the Famous Five. I read in the car; at the 

table; on the toilet. I hoarded comics. I reread 

old friends and made new ones from the 

shelves of the local library. I borrowed my 

sisters’ books, reading in secret any that were 

too obviously ‘for girls’ but never really 

believing they weren’t for me as well. I have a 

memory, from the age of 7 or so, of walking 

round the seaside town of Portstewart with six 

Ladybird history books stacked under my arm, 

each one acting as a bookmark for the next 

while my fingers kept my place in the first; of 

switching from one book to another to 

another, immersing myself in the lives of 

historical figures rather than noticing what 

was going on round me; and of forcing my dad 

to retrace every step of our walk when I 

suddenly realised that The Story of 

Christopher Columbus had gone missing. We 

never found it. 

In the interests of full disclosure, I should 

probably say at this point: I suspect my 

terrible sense of direction is a direct result of 

the fact that, as a child, I never looked where I 

was going if I could look at a book instead. I 

was always quite happy to be led around if it 

meant I could find out what happened on the 

next page. Reading is great, kids, but 

occasional awareness of your surroundings is 

good too. 

My love of reading has ebbed and flowed over 

the years, of course. There were definitely 

times during my education that the habit 

dropped off, sometimes quite sharply.  



Aside from the fact that studying eats into the time 

available for reading, in my experience few things make 

you less inclined to read than someone telling you that 

you have to. I noticed, while studying for my university 

finals, that whichever chapter I needed to revise, it was 

always much less interesting than the chapter 

immediately adjacent, which was never on the syllabus.   

Shortly after graduating, it occurred to me that I’d been 

at university for four years without ever joining the 

local library. I’d been a member of the university 

library, of course, and was still a member of the local 

library in Larne, where I’d grown up and where my 

parents still lived, but not in Belfast, where I now 

mostly lived; an absence of time and a surfeit of the 

wrong sort of reading had dulled my appetite, but now, 

my studies over, it soon returned. A quick trip to sign 

up, and I was reading for pleasure again; and since then, 

every time I’ve moved somewhere new, I’ve left no 

more than a few days before joining the library nearest 

to my new home. 

There have been other times, notably during a long 

depression towards the end of my marriage, when I just 

haven’t felt like reading at all. But then again, there 

have been times when reading has been the only thing 

that has staved off depression, or that has made it 

bearable. And there have been other times – many, 

many times – when it has simply been a joy. 

Broadly speaking, then, I think it’s fair to say that 

reading for pleasure has been pretty much a constant 

through my life so far, and while it may be at least 

partly to blame for both my navigational shortcomings 

and the gaps in my table manners, I’m convinced that 

it’s also brought me a host of blessings. It’s a lot easier 

to pass an exam you’re not entirely ready for, for 

example, when your spelling is good and your writing 

style is examiner-friendly: advantages I attribute 

entirely to my early and voracious reading habit. I 

remember my parents’ amusement when my primary 

school report included the comment, ‘John’s spellings 

are always well-prepared’ – I hadn’t once so much as 

looked at my spelling homework. The book they'd given 

us in September, with lists of words to learn, had gone 

into my schoolbag and stayed there until June; to be 

honest, I don’t think I really understood what it was for. 

But in any case, I already knew how to spell most of the 

words on the lists; I’d met them, time and again, in story 

Who is likely to read, and by extension, write, 

better than others? The children who’ve had 

more practice at reading – who will, of course, 

be the children who choose to read, in their 

own time, when they could be doing 

something else instead. 
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after story. And likewise, I’d developed an 

understanding of written grammar long before I 

encountered words like ‘noun’ and ‘adjective’; it’s just 

not possible to absorb so much writing without gaining 

an understanding of how language fits together. 

It should be pretty clear, then, that it’s not the act of 

reading for pleasure that causes me concern. Frankly, 

it’s my belief that the world would be a better place if 

everybody read for fun, and promoting the idea is a big 

part of my work. More than anything, when I write a 

book, my aim is to entertain – of which, more later. And 

when I visit schools to talk about my books and my 

work as a writer, making the link between reading and 

fun is my main aim; I love few things as much as when 

a parent or teacher contacts me to tell me about a child 

who’s been inspired to read after one of my events.  

No, what concerns me is what might happen to reading 

for pleasure if the grown-ups get their hands on it. And 

the grown-ups have noticed reading for pleasure. It used 

to be just a thing we did without talking about it, but 

now we’ve given it a name. Sometimes we even 

capitalise it, like a proper noun: Reading for Pleasure. 

We’ve noticed it, I should say, for all the right reasons. 

Finally we’re beginning to realise how important it is 

that children should read for enjoyment (and I hope it 

won’t be long before we realise that it’s just as 

important for us adults). All the benefits and more that 

I’ve noticed in my own life are being increasingly 

recognised. It’s acknowledged, for instance, that a child 

who reads widely, for fun, is likely to do better 

academically than a child who doesn’t – which, when 

you think about it, stands to reason. Our whole 

education system is designed with reading and writing 

at its core, so of course children who read and write well 

will do better at it. And who is likely to read, and by 

extension, write, better than others? The children 

who’ve had more practice at reading – who will, of 

course, be the children who choose to read, in their own 

time, when they could be doing something else instead. 

So it should be a good thing that the importance of 

reading for pleasure is being recognised and acted upon. 

But I can’t help worrying. 



You see, when I visit schools, something I often say 

towards the end of the session is, ‘Hands up if you like 

reading.’ Most of the hands in the hall go up at that 

point, and more still when I follow up with ‘Hands up if 

you like books,’ and ‘Hands up if you like stories.’ But 

the most enthusiastic response is usually generated by 

the final request of the sequence: ‘Hands up if you’ve 

ever noticed how grown-ups can spoil things.’ 

Boy, have they noticed. They’ve noticed so much. If 

there’s one thing that they’ve noticed – and that they’re 

very keen we all notice that they’ve noticed – it’s how 

grown-ups can spoil things. And as I go on to tell them: 

although we don’t mean to, one of the things we can 

spoil is reading. Who, I ask them, has ever had a grown-

up say to them something like, ‘Don’t read that, read 

this instead,’ ‘That book’s too difficult for you,’ ‘You’re 

too old to read that book now,’ ‘That book’s not for 

you; it’s for boys/girls,’ or, ‘Don’t read that book; it’s 

full of pictures. You’re old enough to read books with 

just words in.’ 

From the responses I get to 

these questions, it looks as if 

these sorts of attitudes are 

pretty much a national 

epidemic. And I find it 

concerning, because I believe 

reading for pleasure can only 

really happen when the reader 

really feels that reading belongs 

to them. But when grown-ups – 

and particularly Sensible and 

Important grown-ups – get their 

hands on something, the first 

thing they do is make sure you 

know who it belongs to; and generally speaking,  

it’s not you.  

We’ve seen this a million times, of course. Remember 

when Michael Gove – if I can write his name in an 

educational journal without the pages spontaneously 

combusting – started telling us all how important poetry 

is? To be fair, the importance of poetry is one of the 

very few things on which Mr Gove and I are in 

agreement; but what we don’t agree on is how that 

should be worked out in practice. I’m all for raising the 

profile of poetry in the classroom; freeing up curriculum 

time to enable teachers to share poems with their pupils; 

providing training to make that sharing more effective, 

more fun. But if memory serves, it was widely reported 

that the then Education Secretary was going to ‘make 

teachers make children learn poems.’ 

Well, great. Thanks, Michael. Let’s make poetry 

something not just that people have to be ‘made’ to do, 

but that they have to be made to do by people who’ve 

been made to make them do it. Double compulsion: 

that’s the perfect way to take all the fun out of 

everything.  

In the same way, while I desperately want to see 

Reading for Pleasure sitting at the heart of the primary 

curriculum, and kept very much warm and thriving 

throughout secondary school too, I worry that anyone 

with the power to put it in its rightful place will get it all 

wrong. ‘Right, children: Reading for Pleasure is 

important. So get out your books; and let me tell you, 

you’re going to enjoy it whether you like it or not. I 

expect to see everybody reading, and you’d all better get 

at least adequate pleasure from it – though I’ll be 

looking for good to outstanding pleasure from most of 

you. I’ve made a handy checklist so I can grade both 

reading and pleasure, and I’ll be examining your 

expressions and monitoring the direction of your gaze 

throughout, and of course asking questions afterwards to 

make sure you’ve understood it. Off you go, and woe 

betide anyone who doesn’t have a really good time.’ 

The contradiction, of course, is that we want children to 

read for pleasure, but we don’t want them to do it just 

because it’s fun. We want them to do it because it’s 

good for them. So, how can we 

make them read for enjoyment, 

but in such a way that we can 

prove to their parents, or 

Ofsted, or whoever else, that 

they’re actually reading for the 

right reasons? 

That, I think, is a very British 

contradiction, and a completely 

unnecessary one. British, 

because as a culture we have a 

historic suspicion of enjoyment 

for its own sake, and also a 

sometimes appalling attitude to 

children and childhood. One of my 

favourite examples of this is the 

fact that the NSPCC was founded 

sixty years later than the RSPCA, 

the British having officially 

campaigned against cruelty to 

animals for over half a century 

before wondering whether the 

same courtesy might be extended 

to our own offspring – which, in 

combination, lead to an 

unreasonable suspicion of children 

having fun. And unnecessary 

because, well, as long as we know 

reading for pleasure is good for 

children, why should we want to 

control it, or do anything other 

than encourage it? 

Which leads us to the question: 

how can we encourage reading for 

pleasure? Well, I think there are a 

number of ways.  

I believe reading 
for pleasure can 
only really 
happen when the 
reader really feels 
that reading 
belongs to them. 
But when grown-
ups get their 
hands on 
something, the 
first thing they do 
is make sure you 
know who it 
belongs to; and 
generally 
speaking,  
it’s not you.  
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John Dougherty is a well-

loved and hilarious children’s 

author,  poet and songwriter, 

best known for the Stinkbomb 

and Ketchup-Face series of 

books, the Zeus stories and 

many more. A former primary 

school teacher, John now lives 

in Stroud, Gloucestershire, with 

his two wonderful teenagers. 

He gave up teaching to 

concentrate on writing when he 

moved to Stroud, but he really 

enjoys visiting schools as an 

author and would like to do 
even more.

But most importantly: don’t take reading away from 

the readers. Reading was very much my thing, when 

I was young; it was part of my personality, one of 

the ways I identified myself. Occasionally, someone 

would tell me I was reading the wrong things – some 

of you will have noticed more than one reference to 

comics, earlier on in this article – but thankfully, I 

was secure enough in my identity as a reader to 

ignore them, much as I’d have ignored anyone who 

told me I was eating the wrong chocolate. It’s very 

easy, though, to give children the message, subtly or 

blatantly, that reading is something they ought to be 

doing, something that, really, they’re doing because 

we want them to, or worse still doing for us instead 

of for themselves. At the risk of repeating myself, 

for the reading habit to stick, reading must belong to 

the reader. 

For some grown-ups, I know this may be difficult. 

We feel instinctively that there are good books and 

bad books, and we want to steer children towards the 

good stuff and away from the bad stuff. And 

honestly, I agree – with the first bit, at least. Some 

books are well-written; some books are not. Some 

books have good stories; some don’t. Some books 

stretch children’s abilities; others don’t. But it’s 

important to remember that we don’t know what 

children are getting from the books they read.  

For instance – my daughter, growing up, went 

through a Rainbow Magic phase. I’m not a big fan of 

the series – apologies to any of the Daisy 

Meadowses, if you’re reading this, but I don’t think 

the books were ever intended to be great literature. 

They’re formulaic, repetitive, and a bit bland, in my 

opinion, but my daughter liked them, and I decided I 

wasn’t going to criticise her reading choices. In time, 

the phase passed. But one day some months later, I 

took her to the library and among the pile of books 

she chose were two Rainbow Magic stories. I made 

sure not to raise an eyebrow in front of her – though 

it took a bit of doing – but a couple of days later, 

when she and her elder brother asked me to read 

them one of the books, I couldn’t help but ask why.  

‘Because they’re so stupid,’ the kids chorused 

delightedly. ‘The goblins always trip over, and the 

girls always gasp, and…’ I listened, and as they told 

me in detail everything that was wrong with the 

stories, I realised: they were using these books to 

teach themselves the art of literary criticism. 

Reading something I’d have put in the category of 

‘bad’ books (again, sorry, Daisies!) wasn’t dulling 

their reading abilities; it was enhancing them. 

Similarly, there are books which are often dismissed, 

but which are capable of introducing children to 

important literary concepts. The Diary of a Wimpy 

Kid series may be lightweight, in some regards, but 

I’d argue that for many children it’s their first 

meeting with an unreliable narrator.  

My own Stinkbomb & Ketchup-Face books haven’t 

troubled the award shortlists, but I’m proud of the fact 

that they’ve introduced their readers to metafiction (and, 

if you will, narratorial metalepsis. I had to look that one 

up). 

What makes me prouder of Stinkbomb & Ketchup-Face, 

though – and much of my other work, and what I’m 

hoping for with my new book, Mark & Shark: 

Detectiving & Stuff, too – is that they make children 

want to read. I don’t claim to be a creator of great 

literature; I write to entertain, and I believe that 

entertainment is a worthy cause in itself. But I also 

believe that if one of my books makes someone realise 

for the first time that reading can be fun, or turns a non-

reader into a reader, I’ve changed that child’s life for the 

better.  
Reading is fun, and that’s justification enough for a child to 

do it. And if we – parents, teachers, writers – can keep it fun, 

or can make it fun where it wasn’t before, that’s perhaps the 

best educational gift we can give them 

Contact John at: 

http://www.visitingauthor.com/about-the-visit.html 

Follow John on Twitter 

@WriterPoetJohn   

Feature: Reading for pleasure, for pleasure 
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The British Library’s newest learning resource is brimming with ideas for primary 
teachers and children. Andrea Varney reveals some highlights and shows how to use 
the site to promote creativity in the classroom. 

At the heart of 

the website 

are rough 

drafts and 

scribbled 

notebooks, 

which 

demystify the 

process of 

how books are 

made.  

Discovering Children’s Books 

How do you explore the history and rich 

variety of children’s books? How do you 

inspire children to make books of their own? 

Our new website – Discovering Children’s 

Books – uncovers centuries of stories, poems 

and illustrations, bringing together treasures 

from The British Library, Seven Stories, 

Bodleian Libraries and the V & A.  

https://www.bl.uk/childrens-books 

Take your pick from one-of-a-kind 

manuscripts by authors from Lewis Carroll to 

Grace Nichols. Choose from comics, 

propaganda stories, fairy tales, noisy and 

moveable books. Use these primary sources to 

spark the imagination. Learn to draw your 

very own Gruffalo or write a nonsense 

dictionary.  

Authors in action 

At the heart of the website are rough drafts 

and scribbled notebooks, which demystify the 

process of how books are made. You can see 

the first draft of Roald Dahl’s Matilda, where 

she is surprisingly naughty and puts itching 

powder into her classmates’ pants. Rifle 

through John Agard’s poetry notebooks or 

Enid Blyton’s typescripts. Read David 

Almond’s poignant note to himself, ‘Are you 

going to get anything written today??? COME 

ON!’ Or witness the way he tries out different 

titles for Skellig.   

These can be surprising and liberating for 

children, revealing how brilliant writers plan, 

draft and change their minds.  

Feature: Discovering Children’s Books 
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A new British Library website for primary schools 

David Almond’s Skellig notebook, 1997. Copyright 

© David Almond. You may not use the material for 

commercial purposes. Please credit the copyright 

holder when reusing this work. 



Familiar favourites and modern classics 

The project also uncovers some of the first printed 
books for young readers, including the earliest 
surviving collection of nursery rhymes. Tommy 
Thumb’s Pretty Song Book (c. 1744) includes 
some enduring classics – ‘Hickory Dickory Dock’ 
– and some that haven’t lasted so well, like ‘Piss a 
Bed, Piss a Bed, Barley Butt, Your bum is so 
heavy you can’t get up’!  

 

There are also ground-breaking works such as The 
Snowy Day by Ezra Jack Keats (1962), one of the 
first full-colour picture books to feature an 
African-American main character, Peter. Talking 
about his protagonist, Keats said, ‘My book would 
have him there simply because he should have 
been there all along’. 

Interviews and Videos  

You can peak behind the pages, with short films 
of illustrators at work in their studios, or exclusive 
interviews with renowned writers and artists. 
Quentin Blake, Joseph Coelho, Julia Donaldson 
and others share their secrets and offer tips for 
budding authors and illustrators. Zanib Mian, 
author of Planet Omar: Accidental Trouble 
Magnet, says, ‘Tell the stories that you have lived. 
People want to read them! You don’t have to write 
the kinds of stories that are already out there. Be 
you, in life and in your writing’. 

 

Sketches and illustrations 

Alongside these, we’re showing sketchbooks, 
storyboards and artworks by much-loved 
illustrators: Judith Kerr’s drawings of her kitchen 
or tigers at London Zoo; Axel Scheffler’s sketches 
for the Gruffalo, where he makes the monster less 
scary; Liz Pichon’s hand-drawn exercise book for 
Tom Gates. They promote visual literacy and raise 
powerful questions about the interaction – or 
dissonance – between image and text.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sketchbook belonging to Judith Kerr, c. 1968 © by Judith 

Kerr. The Tiger Who Came to Tea by Judith Kerr. 

Illustrations copyright © Kerr-Kneale Productions Ltd 1968. 

You may not use this work for commercial purposes. Please 

credit the copyright holder when reusing this work.  

How does the website work? 

Click on Themes 

The site is organised by theme – with topics such as 
fairy tales, changing the world, fear, journeys, 
behaving and misbehaving.  

Feature: Discovering Children’s Books 
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Tommy Thumb’s Pretty Song Book (c. 1744). 
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Feature: Discovering Children’s Books 

These themes allows us to highlight rich 
connections between times and places – acting 
as a springboard from familiar to new texts. 
Our section on journeys leads from the 
fictional landscape of Treasure Island to real 
tales of migration such as Beverley Naidoo’s 
Journey to Jo’burg or Sarah Garland’s Azzi in 
Between.  

The fairy tales section includes ancient tales 
and playful new versions, from Red Riding 
Hood to Hua Mulan, from James Berry’s 
Anancy-Spiderman to Roald Dahl’s Revolting 
Rhymes.  

Look deeper: For each theme there’s an 
illustrated article introducing the topic. 
They’re written by well-known scholars, often 
in partnership with children’s authors, so 
they’re reliable and accessible but also 
entertaining.  Michael Rosen and Kimberley 
Reynolds explore texts that have tried to 
change the world. Lucy Pearson and Patrice 
Lawrence look at home, family and belonging 
in children’s books. 

Manuscript of  ‘Alice's Adventures Under Ground’ 

by Lewis Carroll, 1862–64. 

 

 

Themed booklists: There are also themed 
booklists with items grouped by topic, 
inspiring you to read or teach new texts of 
high quality.   

Creative Activities: Perhaps most 
importantly, there are playful activities for 
children of diverse abilities and interests: 
invent a comic book character, create a weird 
story soundtrack, make a collection of fairy 
tales or write a miniature book.  

Discovering Children’s Books aims to 

inspire a lifelong love of reading. Dive in 

now and share the link: https://www.bl.uk/

childrens-books  

   

It’s all completely free.  

Andrea Varney taught for 15 

years in state schools in London 

and Brighton. She is now the 

National Outreach Manager for 

Digital Learning at the British 

Library. She spends her time 

rifling through the archives, 

finding things to put online to 

excite young people, and sharing 

them in schools and libraries 

across the UK. 



For me the 

opportunity 

to share such 

a powerful 

tool for 

teaching and 

learning was 

a delight. I 

was confident 

that after 

trialling the 

work, they 

would feel 

the same 

about drama 

as I did, and I 

wasn’t 

disappointed.  
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TO USE DRAMA OR NOT TO 
USE DRAMA? That is the question.  

After years of running CPD for teachers, I have 
found training based on action research to be the 
most effective. Action Research is where teachers 
identify a particular learning problem along with 
a possible solution. They then try out the solution 
over a set period of time and assess the impact 
using evidence. If it improves children’s learning 
they are more likely to incorporate it into their 
practice. If it doesn’t they will quite rightly reject 
it.  

Within the last couple of years, the Senior 
Management Team of Waterton Multi Academy 
Trust in Wakefield, West Yorkshire invited me to 
run six CPD sessions over the forthcoming year, 
with a focus on improving children’s language 
through drama. 

Each of the twelve schools in the Trust was asked 
to send representatives to the training. 

The teachers came with a variety of experience in 
drama. Some had very little, some had used it in 
the past and some had drama qualifications but 
were looking to extend their knowledge and 
understanding.  

All however had one thing in common. They 
were all dedicated teachers, seeking ways to 
improve children’s learning.  

For me the opportunity to share such a powerful 
tool for teaching and learning was a delight. I was 
confident that after trialling the work, they would 
feel the same about drama as I did, and I wasn’t 
disappointed.  

What did we do and what was the impact?  

We began with a research question which 
underpinned all our work and formed the basis of 
our assessment: 

‘To what extent does drama-in-education 
improve children’s verbal and written 
communication skills?’ 

Freeze-frames with add-ons.  

I started the sessions with freeze-frames because 
they are easy to use and can be carried out in the 
classroom with little preparation. They can be very 
effective across many areas of the curriculum but 
in this first session I linked it to a text or story to 
develop inference and empathy and provide a 
context for writing.  

It involved selecting a group of children to depict a 
key moment from a text, under the direction of the 
whole class, based on textual evidence.  

The children in the class act as directors, 

consulting the text to create the freeze-frame. They 

need to decide where each character is likely to be 

looking and then use cards to indicate what the 

characters might be feeling and thinking. At KS2 

they also look at what the reader might be thinking 

and what words in the text are responsible for this 

response. This makes a key link between the writer 

and the reader and creates an opportunity to 

discuss authorial intent. Children can also add 

writing to the freeze-frame, such as letters in 

characters’ pockets or posters on imaginary walls.  

Author and drama consultant Larraine Harrison worked with teachers from a Multi 

Academy Trust to find out if drama is worth the effort. Here, she shares the process and the 

impact seen in the schools with whom she worked. 



Another approach is to allow each child to make their own 
depictions of the moment before the freeze-frame, by 
sketching what they see in their mind’s eye as the teacher 
reads out the text.  

After trying out these strategies in the session, the teachers 
then went away to try them out and adapt them to their own 
needs.  

The feedback was compelling:-  

EYFS teacher, Rama and Sita 

‘We re-read the story and created freeze-frames for 4 key 
story events. The children were then able to sequence the 
story to create a zigzag book.’ 

Y1/2 teacher,  
A day in the life of 
Grace Darling 

 ‘I found it 
particularly powerful 
for engaging and 
scaffolding children 
with SEND, but it also 
helped middle and 
higher ability 
children to add depth 
and interesting 
vocabulary to their 
writing.’  

 

Y1/2 teacher, Goldilocks 

 ‘It had a big impact on the children’s language. The 
development of language was seen …when asking children 
each character’s feelings. We discussed different synonyms 
for the word ‘mad’. A Y1 child gave the example of ‘furious’ 
…we discussed this word and why it was a better word to 
use than ‘mad.’  

Y4 teacher, Charlotte’s Web 

 ‘The children really enjoyed the lesson and with that came 
an enthusiasm that set us up for the week ahead. The 
children were allowed to really think about each 
character… at a specific time. This helped us unpick 
emotions and thoughts.’  

Y6 teacher 

‘Children were able to comprehend more complex parts of 
class novels and write about them, answering questions 
about various chapters or parts of chapters.’  

A Y4 teacher added ICT to the freeze frames by taking 
photographs to discuss later and adding 3 second animations 
to include expressions of feelings. 

Feature: To use drama or not to use drama? That is the question. 
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Whole group drama 

The next few sessions focused on something I call Whole 
Group Drama. This is where the whole class, often including 
the teacher, work in role at one and the same time, stopping at 
various points to reflect, write or conduct research. This can be 
completed in one lesson but is best carried out over a period of 
time in order to gain maximum benefit.  

It has 3 stages: 1) Build belief ; 2) Pose and solve a 
problem; 3) Reflect specifically and universally 

This approach makes use of a strategy that has become well 
known in recent years, called Mantle of the Expert. This phrase 
came from Dorothy Heathcote, one of the pioneers of drama-
in-education in the 1970s and 80s. She talked about throwing 
the mantle of expertise on the shoulders of the children by 
giving them a role involving responsibility and power and that 
is what we are doing here.  

To illustrate how Whole Group Drama works, I used an 
example I wrote in a publication by the NATE Drama 
Committee in 2000 called Cracking Drama.  

I called it Sunny Valley.  

Stage 1 Building Belief 

We build belief by allowing the children to create a beautiful 
place called Sunny Valley. They map it out, maybe build 
models, use mime and dramatic play to enjoy it, become 
workers who have responsibility for it and create a visitors’ 
centre in the classroom with opportunities to create all the 
written texts that entails. 

Stage 2 Pose and solve a problem 

This problem can range from litter, to plans to build a factory 
nearby and is solved by the children. Even if the place 
becomes like a prison when they try to defend it from litter 
louts, we let them make the decisions because drama is a no-
penalty zone. In drama, decisions can be challenged and we 
can try different solutions. When the owners of Sunny Valley 
receive a letter of complaint for spoiling the beauty, they will 
need to think again. 

After they have solved the problem the drama ceases.  

Stage 3 Reflection  

This is an important stage. Here the children reflect out of role. 
They reflect on whether this happens to real places and then 
reflect on the universal situation. For they have stood in the 
shoes of all those who have spoiled something by over-
protecting it. The potential for learning here is wide ranging 
and powerful. The teachers in the group then applied this 
whole group drama approach in a variety of ways, to a variety 
of topics. Here are two examples: 

EYFS Reception – The leak  

A Reception teacher created a problem in the familiar home 
corner. The children arrived one morning to find the washing 
machine taken out of the home corner and buckets all around. 
There had been a leak! This was brought to the attention of 
twelve of the children who set about solving the problem, 
including a child taking off her hair bobble and saying ‘Can 
you fix the tap with this?’ Discussion about plumbers and 
other solutions carried on for some time, with the desired 
outcome of extending vocabulary.  

Y2 – Traction Man’s Park  

A Y2 teacher adapted Sunny Valley to Traction Man’s park. 



As the activity was to promote Traction Man’s Park, the 
children thought of exciting and interesting vocabulary and 
shared these with each other. When the children used the 
map to plot Traction Man’s Park, it gave them a sense of 
ownership which meant they were highly engaged 
throughout.’  

Whole group drama and teacher-in-role  

During our work on Whole Group Drama, we looked at 
Teacher-in-Role. I call it the walking talking visual aid as it 
is surely one of the most powerful teaching tools there is. 
However, teachers need to know how to set it up safely, so 
they are not trapped in the role and can resume their teacher 
persona at a moment’s notice. 

Here is an example of how a Y5 teacher made use of teacher-
in-role. 

Y5 Disappearing Worms  

As part of a science topic, a Y5 teacher set up a whole group 
drama on a debate about Disappearing Worms. She took on 
the role of one of the speakers and asked a child to take on 
the role of the other speaker. The class took on roles as 
journalists, interviewing the speakers and reporting on the 
event. The writing certainly had an immediacy and a passion. 

‘Dr Smith of Manchester University is extremely worried 
about the common earthworms…A person called Betty Grace 
of Normanton isn’t worried at all about these wriggly, slimy 
worms. More people like Betty Grace are paving, decking 
and putting gravel down in their gardens instead of…soil. If 
this continues…animals won’t live, as well as people…’  

We covered a range of other drama strategies over the 
sessions, too numerous to mention here but whole group 
drama and teacher-in-role were probably the ones teachers 
were less familiar with.  

So what was the answer to our research question?  

Written and anecdotal evidence indicated that drama-in-
education significantly improved children’s verbal and 
written communication skills in all the schools. The teachers 
say they will use drama again and I know they will. This 
comment from one of the teachers illustrates why we should 
be making sure all teachers know how to use drama:  

‘Thank you for helping me find a passion for 
imagining that I had lost. I am a much better 
and happier teacher for it.’  

My thanks go to the teachers and staff of Waterton Multi 
Academy Trust for allowing me to share my experiences of 
using drama, as others once shared their experiences with me.  

 

 

Feature: To use drama or not to use drama? That is the question. 
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Larraine Harrison is a former Local 

Authority school improvement adviser 

and drama-in-education consultant. She 

still runs occasional drama courses but 

is now chair of governors at a primary 

school and a governor of a Multi 

Academy Trust. She also writes novels 

for children with accompanying 

resources for teachers. Larraine was 

formerly a member of NATE’s Drama 

Committee and Primary Committee 

and regularly ran workshops at NATE 

Conferences.  

Free drama resources  

I have put some free drama resources on my website: 
https://www.larrainesharrison.com/ and on the TES 
website. In addition, next month I will be publishing my 
second novel Angel’s Child, which will include 
questions for guided reading. Details will be on my 
website. 



Every Autumn Term, I’m asked to work with 

schools looking to improve their outcomes in 

the KS2 Reading SATs. It is, naturally, my 

pleasure to lend a hand and here I summarise 

some the advice shared with these colleagues.  

Think about how you teach reading 

comprehension 

Administering reading comprehension tests 
and practise materials both have a place in the 
reading comprehension repertoire, and we’ll 
consider both of these later, but they are, not 
on their own, strategies for teaching 
comprehension. To really tease a text apart 
and come to understand what an author is 
communicating, both directly and indirectly, 
requires thought and discussion. Guided 
reading, close reading and reciprocal reading 
are all strategies that do just this and are 
strategies that I encourage schools to use as 
part of their reading repertoire. Whilst close 
and reciprocal reading are less well-known in 
UK schools, all three strategies require 
children to work collaboratively with shorter 
texts. Talk, and fundamentally dialogic talk is 
at the core of these approaches, which then 
enables children to co-construct deep 
understanding of text that may not otherwise 
have been possible. 

Facilitating children’s responses to text when 

using guided, shared or reciprocal reading can 

be done in any number of ways. Whilst 

question and answer responses will 

undoubtedly be enhanced through prior 

discussion, flexible and creative responses to 

texts enable open ended and lateral responses 

that often take children to a greater depth in 

their reading. At Primary English, we 

encourage our schools to download and use our 

Reading Journal activities (free to all users), 

our Reading Journal Supplementary Pack and 

Graphic Organiser Pack all of which support 

independent, creative thinking about texts.  

Another aspect of the reading repertoire that I 

encourage schools to use is shared reading. 

Badged as ‘whole class guided reading’ in 

many schools, it is a pedagogical approach that 

puts the teacher in the position of the reading 

expert. In shared reading, the teacher models 

fluency and expression and most importantly 

the meta-language of reading where they talk 

about the text as a reader; making explicit to 

children the thought processes of an 

experienced reader. Pupils are then encouraged 

to read the text and contribute to a discussion 

about the features, techniques and approaches 

used by the writer.  

Whilst each of these techniques can be used as 

the sole approach to teaching reading, it is a 

combination of teacher-led and pupil-enabled 

approaches that best meets the needs of most 

learners.  

Feature: Developing a repertoire for reading comprehension 
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Developing a repertoire for 
reading comprehension 
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Guided reading, 

close reading 
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reading are all 

strategies that 

do just this. 



What is the reading culture of your school? 

Children who choose to read for pleasure read more 

than children who don’t find reading pleasurable. The 

more they read, the more they understand and the more 

they understand the better they perform in reading 

comprehension tests – usually. We can all tell a tale 

about the pupil who eats books but doesn’t transform 

that into test scores. And of course, being a reader is so 

much more than answering a set of comprehension 

questions. But research study after research study shows 

us that readers do better in tests than non-readers. 

So, if you’re looking to create children who love 

reading, take a look at your school book stock. Is it 

current, attractively displayed, freely available and 

relevant to the children in your school? By relevant, I 

mean: is there a range of novels, information, poetry, 

comics, graphic novels, magazines and picture books? 

Do children have time in school to ‘just read’ and do 

you talk about the texts you and the children read for 

pleasure? And absolutely, without faltering, can you say 

that you read aloud to your class? Do you get comfy at 

least three times a week and read them something 

they’d probably not choose themselves in order to create 

a space that is shared and owned by the people in the 

room listening to that text?  Investing time in reading 

for pleasure pays dividends that go way beyond the 

reading comprehension test at the end of Key Stage 2 

and if you’re looking to expand vocabularies, heighten 

experiences and model fluency and expression, reading 

aloud to your class does just this. 

How well do you know the Reading SAT tests? 

I cannot over-emphasise how important it is to know the 

tests in detail. When supporting schools to develop their 

reading repertoire, I always share the 2016 National 

Curriculum Key Stage 2 Test Developers 

documentation from the DfE. 

 This handy little document outlines top information 

such as: the reading content domain; the profile of the 

mark allocation across the content domain in any one 

year; the style of the questions; and the distribution of 

the mark tariffs (that is how any 1, 2 and 3 mark 

questions there may be in a given year). It is true to say, 

that a little bit of knowledge about how the test works 

goes a long way indeed and once you know how the test 

works, you’re less likely to spend time worrying about 3 

mark responses and more time ensuring that all 

members of the class can retrieve information from 

across a text.  

Practising for the SATs 

So, I said earlier that there’s more to reading than 

answering comprehension questions and completing 

SATs practise materials, and there is. But I’m very 

much of the opinion that these materials should form 

part of your repertoire. They shouldn’t be the backbone, 

but they should be high quality resources that interest 

and stimulate children whilst preparing them for the 

statutory assessments. I like to use comprehension texts 

just the way I would any other text. I read the text with 

the children, talk about the important points, explore 

interesting and challenging vocabulary and then ask 

them to read it again and answer the questions. Once 

they’ve finished, I then like to explore it all again, and 

help them unearth the answers they couldn’t find or 

unpick the question language they found tricky. This is 

the approach I took when writing Reading Detectives. 

In summary, when looking to improve reading 

comprehension outcomes, do of course look at the tests 

themselves but dig below the right and wrong answers 

by considering content domain coverage, question style 

and mark allocation. Also consider how you teach 

reading comprehension and do look at your reading 

culture – is yours a school where books and reading are 

valued highly? If it is, then you should be on the road to 

success. 

To download reading resources from the Primary 

English website visit: www.primaryenglished.co.uk/

resources/reading/  

Feature: Developing a repertoire for reading comprehension 
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Rachel Clarke is the director of 

Primary English Education 

Consultancy Limited. She works 

with schools and teachers across 

the UK and beyond. Her website 

is visited by hundreds of teachers 

each week who come to read 

articles and download resources to 

support their English teaching.  

She is the series editor and author 

of Reading Detectives published 

by Collins and can be found on 

Twitter @PrimaryEnglish. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/

u p l oad s / s y s t em/up l oa d s / a t t a chmen t _da t a /

file/628816/2016_KS2_Englishreading_framework_P

DFA_V3.pdf) 





Thoughts occur when you are inspired. On 

this occasion, my inspiration came from a 

session that I attended, delivered by my 

colleague, Martin Galway, entitled 'What do 

we mean when we talk about reading (and 

writing) fluency?' This session was 

delivered at Oxford Reading Spree in 

October 2019, and these are the thoughts 

that it provoked. 

During the session, Martin referred to the 

difference between ‘in the moment’ or 

automatic processing in reading, and 

processing that takes place after the event of 

actually ‘reading’ the text. I am paraphrasing 

and extrapolating from Martin’s exact 

words, so you may wish to refer to  

https://www.hertsforlearning.co.uk/blog/

what-do-we-mean-when-we-talk-about-

reading-and-writing-fluency  

Sometimes, depending on how the reading 

act has been framed,  children read for a 

less-than-desirable purpose – usually 

because they have been told to read by a 

teacher and therefore they get on with it, 

without perhaps bringing much more than an 

attitude of ‘let’s get this business over and 

done with’ to the table. These children could 

also be classified as passive readers. These 

are the children, who when faced with the 

most hilarious/terrifying/interesting text, 

barely raise an eyebrow. They have figured 

out the real way to read (or at least they 

think they have) based upon the reading 

experiences that have been presented to 

them on numerous occasions.  

Having learnt the deal, they tackle a reading 

task as follows: they pseudo-read the text 

(the eyes may be on the page but the mind is 

probably somewhere else) before waiting 

for the inevitable questions that will follow 

the piece – these can be oral but are often 

written. At this point, they reluctantly drag 

their gaze back through the entire piece 

hunting for words or phrases that might 

match the question brief. To the passive 

reader, the text represents little more than a 

blob on the page. A first read may not begin 

to involve such processes as semantic 

inferencing, visualising, summarising, 

prediction etc, and as such the reader may 

lack a sure, or even partial, grasp of the 

text.  If asked to share something of their 

understanding, some resort to re-reading the 

whole text again, from top to bottom whilst 

others may well pluck information from the 

text in the hope that it hits the mark. 

It is easy to see how this passive form of 

reading could become habitual for the child 

who has repeatedly encountered the ‘reading 

followed by questions’ formula. It is also 

easy to see why teachers might go down this 

route. The ‘text then question’ formula does 

after all mimic the SATs reading test that 

children will face at the end of KS1 and 2. 

But, as reflective practitioners, we must 

become persistent in asking ourselves  

Read like nobody is watching 

Sometimes, 

depending on 

how the reading 

act has been 

framed,   

children read 

for a less-than-

desirable 

purpose – 

usually because 

they have been 

told to read by a 

teacher and 

therefore they 

get on with it. 
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difficult questions; in this case, just because reading is 

tested in this way, does it mean that it should be taught 

in this way? 

To clarify, I am aware that very few teachers would 

simply present children with a cold text, expect them to 

read it, and then present them with questions relating to 

the piece to answer, without adequate discussion. 

However, I would argue that even when post-reading 

discussion based on key questions takes place, we may 

still be reinforcing the notion that children can get away 

with a passive first read. When following this approach, 

the teacher is directly modelling a distorted reading 

behaviour; that is, reinforcing to the children that good 

readers read a text and then they think about it. I do 

believe that post-reading questioning is important, 

however, if we want to shunt passive readers towards 

becoming active readers, then we need to place greater 

emphasis on modelling the ‘in the moment’ reading 

behaviours that accompany an engaged reading 

experience, rather than focusing exclusively on 

modelling the post-reading behaviours that allow us to 

reflect back upon a text at a deeper level. 

If we want to create active readers, then we need to 

remind ourselves of what they look like. Active readers 

can be a joy to behold, especially in child-form. 

Hopefully you will have all seen one in action. When 

reading silently, their heads are abuzz with sound. 

Internally, they are engaged in a meaningful expressive 

read of the text at hand. When they get to a funny bit, 

they laugh. When they get to a scary bit, they shiver. 

When they are perplexed, the eyebrow raises. When the 

teacher arrives at a cliff-hanger in the class read-aloud, 

they provide the obligatory doof…doof…doof 

(Eastender style). In adult form, they can be even more 

amusing – although it can be unsettling when you sit 

next to one on a train! Ultimately, we want all of our 

children to become active readers. Our mission should 

be to create whole carriages of train chortlers! 

Hopefully we are agreed that this is what we want to 

achieve, but how? 

Below you will find a list of my top tips aimed at 

moving passive readers, to active ‘in the moment’ 

readers. 

Prepare them for reading 

If you know that there is a funny/scary/interesting/

disgusting bit in the text that you are about to read with the 

class, prepare them for it. For example, 

‘When I first read this text, children, I burst out laughing 

at one bit. I wonder if you will do the same?’ 

Following the read, praise the children who reacted so they 

know that this is the right and proper way to engage with a 

text. 

Re-brand silent reading 

I dislike the term ‘silent reading’. I worry that it may 

inadvertently imply to a child that silence occurs both 

outside and inside the brain whilst reading. Instead, I 

prefer to use the term ‘busy brain reading’. When this term 

is established, you can start talking to the children about 

the busy brain activities that may be taking place inside 

their heads at the point of reading. 

Modelling busy brain reading 

It is not enough to model post-reading thinking. If we want 

to nurture active readers, we must nurture ‘in the moment’ 

reading. This could be as simple as reading the text to the 

children, and then returning to the beginning and re-

reading, but this time pausing to share reading reactions as 

they occur. There will be far too many links/reactions/

thoughts/strategies taking place in your head at any one 

point to warrant modelling them all. The challenge of 

teaching is knowing what your children can do, and what 

they cannot yet do. It is the latter that will inform the 

aspects of busy brain reading that you choose to model. 

Prompt and Provoke 

Instead of simply listening to children reading, why not 

take the opportunity to listen to children think whilst 

reading. This is easily done. When working with a child 

one on one, or in a small group, invite them to read, but let 

them know that you will be interested in their thoughts as 

they read. Invite them to pause when they come across 

anything of interest/concern/alarm etc and tell you about 

it. In my experience, this really is game-changing. 

Instantly, the children know that you expect more from 

them that simply barking at the text: instead, you expect 

them to both read and think at the same time – this is the 

goal of the active reader. 

With these simple approaches, we may go some way 

towards nurturing engaged readers; children who read like 

nobody is watching! 

Penny Slater is an inspirational 

and immensely knowledgeable 

presenter and adviser who is 

passionate about developing 

children as confident and 

competent readers, writers and 

speakers. Penny is Deputy Lead 

Teaching and Learning Adviser 

(English) at Herts for Learning.  
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Surveys 

showed that 

very few 

children read 

for pleasure, 
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about what 

kinds of 
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liked, hadn’t 
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reading habits 

and rarely 

visited a 

library. 
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The Reading Realm 

The start of it all 

The app began when I started teaching whole class 

reading lessons to my children some years ago. I 

had always delivered reading lessons through 

differentiated guided reading sessions, but never felt 

as though I was able to manage and engage all the 

groups. I was always concerned by what the 

children who weren’t reading with me were doing 

and if the tasks they were carrying out were actually 

purposeful, meaningful and inspiring.  

I initially found the organisation of my whole class 

reading sessions difficult. It was a struggle to find 

enough books for the children to access that would 

engage everyone in the class and I was getting fed 

up of all the reading worksheets on offer from 

various companies! Luckily, around the same time, I 

became involved in, and led, a whole school project 

to improve Reading and Writing across the school.  

During this time, I became alarmed at the feedback 

children were giving me about their own reading 

habits. Surveys showed that very few read for 

pleasure, were unsure about what kinds of books 

they liked, hadn’t developed positive reading habits 

and rarely visited a library. Having been on a 

number of courses where I got to investigate how 

technology can improve engagement in the 

classroom, I began to think about how a reading app 

might work. Could this solve the issues I was 

having during whole class reading and engage and 

inspire children to foster and develop a lifelong love 

of reading?  

The many strands of reading 

There are so many different competing views about 

how reading should be taught, how to encourage 

reading for pleasure and if the effect of direct reading 

instruction actually has any impact. We know that 

Reading for Pleasure leads to the development of 

empathy and imagination, helps us create and fashion 

our own identities, improves our general knowledge 

and has a significant impact on our educational 

success. 

So, I read and I read. Aidan Chambers, Jane Oakhill, 

Maryanne Wolf, Mem Fox, Teresa Cremin, Isabel 

Beck, Steven Pinker and many other great writers 

have helped shaped my ideas and views over the 

years. 

I then set up a Parent and Child Reading Group, 

after-school, for children in my class and trialled a lot 

of the resources, games and ideas I was making for 

the app, as well as exploring how the resources might 

work in small groups and in whole class situations.  

Journey into a world where stories come to life… 

When I was sure that the resources were of a high 

standard, I contacted an amazing app developer 

called Doug. We discussed my ideas for many 

months. What was important was that there were no 

timed games – feedback from children and parents 

was telling me that they felt pressured and couldn’t 

concentrate on or enjoy their reading. The app also 

needed to look slick, colourful and be easy and 

intuitive to navigate.  

The tensions between managing whole class reading and delivering an ever-narrowing 

national curriculum, whilst also encouraging the desire to read independently, can be 

challenging.  Ian Eagleton discusses how children are using the ground-breaking The 

Reading Realm and its many interrelated elements to bring books to life.  



I then spent over a year contacting authors and publishers and 

talking to them about what I was trying to accomplish. At the 

heart of the app is children and this has always been vital for 

everyone involved to understand. To my amazement, they were 

all incredibly impressed and a huge number of them agreed to 

work with me. From there, it was sorting out copyright and 

permission agreements, which took around six months! I 

discovered that the world of children’s publishing is an 

incredibly friendly, supportive place and that lots of authors 

believed in what I was trying to achieve.  

Over the four years the app grew and grew. Some games 

worked well, some ideas were dropped in favour of others. 

There was so much to do and so many more authors and 

publishers had got on board than I ever dreamed of, that the 

app ended up taking a lot longer than I imagined to create.  

Eventually, it was ready to go to trial and lots of teachers, 

children and educators got the chance to feedback and give 

their views. The children were, of course, the most brutal but 

this feedback was vital! One game in particular was causing 

users difficulty, so we spent a lot of time exploring different 

options and ideas. The interactive bookshelf has been 

redesigned and both children and teachers were asking for 

quizzes to go alongside each extract, so this has been our next 

step.  

Engaging the whole lass in innovative ways  

Children can read extracts from Abi Elphinstone, Shakespeare, 

Emma Carroll, Christina Rossetti, Chitra Soundar, Mary 

Shelley, Brian Moses, Kate Wakeling, Sinead O’Hart and Karl 

Nova to name a few! What’s great is that the app allows all 

children to access these, creating a shared community of 

readers. To have all the resources in one place reduces the need 

to photocopy and buy multiple copies of a book too.  

Teachers report that the open-ended discussion guides are 

challenging their children in class and fostering a space where 

they can share their views, opinions and ideas in an authentic, 

natural manner. It’s great to hear about children taking control 

of their learning! There are also lots of creative, cross-

curricular activities and planning ideas – children can respond 

to the stories through drama, art, creative writing and music 

and are very much encouraged to do so!  

Children are still exposed to a range of inference, retrieval and 

vocabulary related questions in a lesson, which they can access 

at various levels, explore in their own time and respond to in a 

number of ways.  

Assisting planning and teaching 

The beauty of the app is that it is there to scaffold teaching – 

Feature: The Reading Realm 
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rather than a prescriptive tool, it offers a menu of ideas and 

suggestions. Teachers are skilled at taking something and 

adapting it, using it in creative ways, so I know they will make 

the app work for them and their children. Teachers are using the 

app as part of a reading intervention – small groups are being led 

through the discussion prompts, quizzes and games by an adult, 

who is also supporting their reading, fluency and expression. 

Interactive games support the teaching of English, but what is 

important is the focus on teaching new words, spelling patterns 

and grammar in context – everything is linked to the reading the 

children are carrying out.  

I was recently thrilled to hear from a school librarian, who 

emailed to say she had downloaded the app on some of the 

school’s iPads and was using it to hook children into using the 

library. Children who had read a passage in the app were 

approaching her to see if the school library stocked the book. As 

the app also offers book recommendations so that children can 

widen their reading choices, more suggestions were forthcoming. 

The library was, and still is, such an important space for me that 

I’m thrilled that the app is re-connecting children with their 

library. 

Written for children by children 

Recently, I have begun reaching out to teachers and developing 

creative writing sessions, where the children are given freedom to 

write their own stories and poems and to then have their work 

published. Teresa Cremin talks about the importance of allowing 

children to write about subjects which they care deeply about, so 

the children are allowed to choose their topics and the way they 

present their ideas. We now have diary entries, newspaper 

articles, instructions and poems written by children for children. 

It’s great to begin to consider what it means for our children to be 

literate in this new digital, media driven age and how their writing 

can be enhanced by evolving technology.  

Feedback from the children involved in the various creative 

writing projects has been amazing – the feeling of gratification 

and accomplishment they have experienced is captured in some 

comments from Year 6 children at Tadpole Farm CE Primary 

Academy, Swindon: 

“I feel honoured to have the chance to write for this app. 

Having a purpose for writing helped my imagination and 

creativity. I would recommend this to other children who 

want to use their creative skills.” 

“I think the opportunities that were created for us were 

great. Knowing it was being shared with people around the 

world made us work at our very best! Having a purpose for 

our writing made us more creative and imaginative—we 

even wanted to do it at lunch times!” 



Top tips for getting the most out of The Reading Realm app 

• Give the children plenty of time to explore the passages and 

games independently  

• Use the genre and age group filters to help support and 

widen book choices 

• Give the children the tools to be able to run their own group 

discussions using the prompts  

• You may wish to use The Quiz Realm before reading 

together, as these questions aim to contextualise the passage 

and develop the children’s background knowledge  

• Encourage the children to engage with the book suggestions 

and links 

• Support the children so they can write and create their own 

stories and poems and send them to us – we love to include 

original work from children! 

Finally, the app is not there to replace books, libraries or 

knowledgeable teachers, but to enrich reading lessons and 

support teachers in finding exhilarating, thrilling, moving stories 

and poems and informative, fun non-fiction. It provides an 

opportunity for children to explore high-quality literature, 

develop the skills needed to read fluently, and it will therefore, I 

hope, inspire a life-long love of reading and urge children to 

visit their local library. 

With the click of a button, The Reading Realm offers you the 

opportunity to escape from the comfort of your chair, just for a 

moment, into a magical world where words sparkle, stories cast 

a spell, characters spring to life and exciting, mysterious and 

unexpected adventures wait for you.  

I know that the app will offer your children a chance to 

experience a range of excellent, diverse stories, explore, escape, 

discuss, create and respond in creative and engaging ways. 

See you in The Reading Realm soon! 

“In this era where everything is literally at our fingertips, I’m 

very happy that my poetry will be included in The Reading 

Realm. I hope it will be a door to transport young people into 

new realms. May it encourage more reading!” 

~ Karl Nova, poet and author of Rhythm and Poetry. 

“I’m thrilled that my books will be a part of The Reading Realm 

adventure. What a wonderful resource to engage young people in 

literature, encourage them to read more widely, and help them to 

find the magic of stories.” 

~ Eloise Williams, author of Gaslight and Seaglass.   
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Ian Eagleton is a primary 

school teacher and education 

consultant. He is the director 

of The Reading Realm and has 

a passion for children's books, 

encouraging Reading for 

Pleasure and celebrating the 

work of teachers, librarians, 

authors and illustrators. Watch 

out for The Poetry Realm, a 

new app, which is coming 

soon!  thereadingrealm.co.uk   

Twitter @reading_realm 

The app can be downloaded via the Apple Store and sells for a one-off payment of £2.99, 

or £1.99 if you use VPP. Within the first month the app had reached the top 5 in the 

download charts, the top 3 in the Education charts and received five-star reviews. 






