
The most proficient 

writers are always readers. 

Through years of reading, 

they have developed the 

ability to slip into an 

imagined world, hold the 

story in their mind 

and sustain the  

imaginative unfolding.  

 

Reading builds their inner 

world, populating the mind 

with information and ideas, 

characters, settings and 

possibilities.  
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Well, what a year! There’s nothing more to be said about the current situation 

really, other than to wish you all well in these challenging times and to remind 

you of the support and resources we can offer:  

https://www.nate.org.uk/primary-2/ 

 

And, of course, to welcome you to a bumper collection of insightful, varied and 

thought-provoking articles, written by experts and enthusiasts who inculcate us 

with their joy of English. 

 

Names you will know (and some you won’t) are gathered here to inform and entertain and provide a 

wealth of collective experience and expertise to draw on.  We have a bit of a theme going on in this 

issue: non fiction. Read pages 27-35 to be enlightened about what can sometimes be the road less 

travelled. Dive in for an entertaining and inspiring read. 

 

We’d like to hear your opinions, strategies, case studies, etc. If you don’t feel up to writing an article, 

send us an email to tell us what you liked (or didn’t) and share some of your own ideas. If we have 

enough, we’ll publish them on a letters page. Address all your comments and feedback to 

primary@nate.org.uk. We look forward to hearing from you. 

 

You’re sure to have spotted that our cover illustrations for Primary Matters look similar. They are all 

by the same artist, Stella Perrett. Although this month’s picture – Molly’s Nightmare – doesn’t directly 

relate to anything within the magazine, get it under your visualiser to generate some discussion. It is, 

as with all Stella’s pictures, jam-packed with detail. Lots of open-ended questions – followed by 

‘Why?’, ‘What makes you think that?’ and ‘How do you know?’ – will give children plenty of 

opportunities to articulate what they really do think. Look out for a primary IllumiNATE coming shortly 

with more ideas to use this illustration in your class.  

 

Don’t forget to have a good look through Teaching English as well, where you will find lots of 

information pertinent to teaching English in the primary classroom. The current issue is entitled 

Teachers and Students of English: Voices and Identities, and, of course, the news and reviews 

pages are relevant to all. 
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Feature: The Writer’s Eye 

In this article, Talk for Writing founder and inspirational expert,  

Pie Corbett,  provides insightful and practical examples of how making 

the bridge between reading and writing explicit can be capitalised on  

and exploited by children to improve their writing. 

 

The Writer’s Eye 

Reading with a 

writer’s eye 

deepens 

understanding of 

how language 

has been crafted 

to create 

different effects: 

a ‘writer’s 

knowledge’.  

bridge between reading and writing explicit. 

Children could be taught to raid the reading 

to improve the writing. Actually, I suspect 

that all writers develop the habit of reading 

with a writer’s eye and a writer’s curiosity, 

wondering, ‘how did the author do that?’ 

With children, it helps – because in a 

minute, we are going to attempt the same 

sort of thing …. In this sense, it is reading 

with a view to drawing on both the model 

itself as well as the approaches and 

processes of different writers, modelled by 

the teacher through shared writing.  

Reading with a writer’s eye deepens 

understanding of how language has been 

crafted to create different effects: a ‘writer’s 

knowledge’. Rehearsing that knowledge, 

such as how to create suspense, gradually 

builds the skill of writing. One implication is 

that we need to choose the books and models 

that we use in class with great care, as they  

The most proficient writers are always 

readers. Through years of reading, they have 

developed the ability to slip into an imagined 

world, hold the story in their mind and 

sustain the imaginative unfolding. Of course, 

they also gather words, turns of phrase and 

story sentence patterns. Reading builds their 

inner world, populating the mind with 

information and ideas, characters, settings 

and possibilities. All of this writing 

equipment is waiting to be drawn upon when 

composing.  Indeed, we could say that the 

richness, quantity and depth of reading 

shapes and determines the writer that we may 

become. Look at any set of year 6 writing 

books and you can spot the readers; it is even 

obvious what they have read. Writing echoes 

reading. 

The idea of ‘reading as a writer’ arose for 

me when I discovered that it was possible to 

develop children’s writing by making the 



5 NATE Primary Matters Autumn 2020 

Feature: The Writer’s Eye 

will directly influence the quality of writing. If 

children only read meagre novels, then their writing can 

only be meagre. 

Noticing and directly imitating sentence patterns 

gradually adds to the child’s linguistic store and later on 

they draw on these patterns and approaches in their own 

ways. For instance, a young child might reuse an 

opening sentence borrowed directly from a telling of The 

Little Red Hen such as, ‘Once upon a time there was a 

Little Red Hen who lived on a farm’. Later in their 

writing, the syntactical pattern may reappear, ‘Once 

upon a time there was a boy called Frostie who lived by 

a cave’.  

This ability to internalise patterns and use them to 

create new utterances is how language develops. Speech 

therapists refer to this as ‘generative grammar’; the 

inherent ability to re-use the underlying grammatical 

patterns of a language in order to create new utterances. 

This only happens when a child understands the 

meaning of what is being said so time spent on 

deepening understanding and appreciation of texts is 

crucial if the reading is to influence the writing. 

Instinctively, Maisie, 10 yrs, knows that the meaning 

matters when she says, ‘When I am reading and don’t 

understand a word, I check what it means. We got told to 

try and put tricky words into a new sentence, then we 

will remember it and what it means. Once we know it, 

we can always use it.’ 

The sort of attentive reading that consciously looks at 

the crafting of writing can help children see how other 

writers have handled different types of text. It is 

especially useful when considering something difficult 

that a child would like to attempt. Of course such 

‘attentive’ reading also helps the reader to internalise the 

patterns. Where the writing is especially effective, it 

may also trigger the imagination. Certain texts are like 

springboards and always seem to work well for 

releasing writing. For instance, a poem such as Kit 

Wright’s The Magic Box never seems to fail as a 

catalyst for imaginative writing. 

Catalyst texts behave as irresistible invitations; they 

trigger the desire to create, providing an imaginative 

store of possibilities to drawn upon and extend. As 

Hursley Moss, 9 yrs, says, ‘If I'm writing about dragons 

or mythical creatures, I use my imagination. But, if I 

was writing about a fugitive or someone being shot at, 

I'd get my inspiration from Anthony Horowitz's Alex 

Rider stories.’  

Children who read deeply inhabit the imagined world 

of a story. When they write, this is called upon and 

creatively manipulated. So, reading provides the young 

writer with a living library of characters, places, events 

and writing ideas. Wider reading opens up the repertoire 

of possibilities; deep reading feeds the imaginative 

storehouse. Alexander is aware of the influence of his 

reading, ‘When I am writing, I sometimes use phrases 

and wonderful words from books and also from the 

word board. It helps me to know what to do in writing. 

Books by Lemony Snicket are full of good phrases and 

words to use in any writing.’ Obviously, his class have 

benefited from savouring language.  

In the same class, Zak not only uses his reading but 

also involves his ‘talk partner’ in discussing possible 

choices, ‘When I am writing, I sometimes use the ideas 

that I have read in books. They give me strong words or 

even openers. Sometimes I get my ideas from my Talk 

Partner because they might know better words’.  

Callum is aware of recycling his vocabulary in 

different stories and knows that every tale does not have 

to be totally new, ‘When I am writing, I sometimes use 

strange words and phrases that I have remembered 

from different books. I also pinch words from my Talk 

Partner’.  

It is worth pointing out that words in themselves have 

no value – until they are used within a sentence. Lists of 

words decided upon by the teacher as being effective 

may lead into formulaic writing where a child misuses a 

word and adds it in without really thinking about the 

effect. This is not writing.  
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Demi, 10 yrs, understands the importance of the word 

choice when he says, ‘When I’m writing, I sometimes 

use words that I have read in a book. Some people say it 

is cheating but in English you are allowed to as long as 

it is good.’ The big question with word choice is always 

– does it create the right effect? Does each word earn its 

place? 

Where teachers work with children to generate words 

and ideas, experimenting with vocabulary as sentences 

are crafted, thinking about the effects being created, 

‘word hoards’ and ‘word searching’ become an 

important part of becoming a writer. Mason, 10 yrs, not 

only borrows words from books but has another 

technique for making his dialogue realistic, ‘I usually 

pinch ideas from books that I have read in the past and 

attempt to use them in my writing. I also listen to adults 

speaking in their conversations and try to put them in 

my work as well.’ 

Reading good books also acts as a yardstick. When 

writing, our previous reading helps us know whether the 

composition works. When re-reading, the writer slips 

into becoming their own reader, listening to the flow of 

the writing and imagining what is happening afresh.  

When writers in a class read together as writers, they 

begin to look carefully, reading more slowly than 

before, trying to notice what works. How was this 

magic constructed? The class discuss what works and 

then move on to trying it out for themselves. In this 

way, stylistic features can be constantly noticed, 

referred to, discussed, collected and then imitated until 

they become an automatic part of the class’s repertoire. 

In the end, this sort of curiosity becomes a habit that 

children apply when they are reading independently. 

The habit of ‘reading as a writer’ involves considering 

how the story is ‘made’ as well as the processes that got 

it there.  

Philip Pullman says that if you do not want to read, 
then you are unlikely to be someone who wants to write; 
for writing stems from reading. Natalie, 11 yrs, 
comments that ‘I like to read other people’s work 
because I sometimes get ideas from them. I get my best 
ideas from thinking what I want to say, but change the 
words so that they sound right and make sense.’  
Noticing the Big Patterns 
First of all, the overall pattern, theme of a text and the 

‘story idea’ can be explicitly considered. There is a 

long-standing tradition in identifying different sorts of  
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• Use word hoards/ brainstorms to gather 
words, phrases and sentences on a class 
board. 

• Establish talk partners so children can 
discuss their writing at different stages of 
the process. 

• Compare weak and strong pieces of writing 
to help children ‘hear’ what good writing 
sounds like – but also to discuss what 
makes effective writing. 
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narrative patterns that are constantly recycled. 
Christopher Booker in his book The Seven Basic Plots 
demonstrates the similarities between Beowulf and Jaws, 
both being classic ‘overcoming the monster’ story 
patterns. Many short stories and picture books lend 
themselves to children drawing the story map and 
moving onto drawing a story mountain, graph or flow 
chart that shows the key scenes. This helps to unpick the 
plot pattern. If children then keep a bank of such patterns 
in a writing journal, they can be re-used on many 
occasions. Later on, they may begin to blend different 
patterns together to create new stories. It begins to help 
children gain a sense of story architecture. 
One of the advantages of getting used to sorting out an 
underlying pattern is that this can be used as a basis for 
children’s own writing. A flow chart or grid format 
helps to structure a narrative and for weaker writers even 
provides paragraphs. So, many stories act as blueprints 
for the children’s own compositions.  
Of course, for the text to be well and truly internalised, 
the children have to ‘loiter’ with it for some time – 
rereading, dramatising, discussing, focussing on aspects 
until the text has entered the long-term working memory 
– until they almost ‘own’ the text because they are so 
familiar with it. This sort of intense engagement 
influences the writing. 

Noticing the big patterns is simple enough in non-

fiction where the organisation and structure is usually 

fairly obvious. Many people probably think that in 

narrative it is less easy to identify building blocks in the 

same way. However, patterns in narrative often follow 

similar and simple lines when reduced down to the bare 

bones.  

Begin by ‘boxing up’ simple rhymes or picture books. 

For instance, here you can see the underlying pattern to 

Miss Muffet plus an idea for turning it into a new story. 

You will notice that the rhyme provides a similar build 

up that you find in most thriller/horror stories. 

As children become used to the process of ‘boxing up’ 

then they can begin to work on simple but well-defined 

story patterns, as in this example based on Meerkat Mail 

by Emily Gravett: 

In his book The Seven Basic Plots Christopher Booker 

identifies, ‘Overcoming the monster, Rags to riches, 

Quest, There and back again, Tragedy, Rebirth and 

Comedy’ as key plot patterns. While he was writing his 

book on this subject, I had been working in the same 

field though with children. My list was somewhat 

similar. For children, the simplest plot pattern is the 

story mountain’s ‘problem/resolution’.  

In this plot, it is typical to begin with everything ok. 

We meet a character who is doing something enjoyable. 

Then a problem happens. This is eventually overcome 

and the tale ends with everything fine again – though 

perhaps the main character is a little wiser or stronger. 

The more that children and teachers look at stories, the 

easier it becomes to identify the sort of story and its 

underlying plot pattern. To do it, you have to stand 

outside of the detailed meaning and try to notice the 

underlying pattern, forgetting the details and reducing a 

story down to the main elements. Once these have been 

drawn as a story map or grid or flow chart, the children 

can visually see the main sections where they will need 

to loiter – to show the scene in detail. The big pattern 

creates the spine of the tale. 

Original 
Rhyme 

Underlying 
pattern 

New story 

Little Miss 
Muffet 
Sat on a tuffet 

Main Character 
in everyday 
setting 

Jim walks down to 
bus stop. 

Eating her 
curds and 
whey 

Doing something 
they enjoy 

Listens to his iPod. 

Along came a  
spider 
  

A threat/ villain  
appears 

A bully spots him 
and creeps up. 

That sat down  
beside her 
  

And gets closer 
without being 
noticed 

The bully leaps out 
and tries to grab the 
iPod 

And frightened 
Miss Muffet 
away 

The Main 
Character 
escapes at the 
last moment. 

Jim manages to 
escape. 

• Discuss and use underlying common 
patterns and themes. 

• Use story maps, flow charts and grids to 
show a story plot from reading – and to 
sketch out possible plans for writing. 
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Noticing the Building Blocks 
In narrative, the ‘building blocks’ also have to be 

thought about – how does a writer build and develop a 

character, handle dialogue, use setting to create 

atmosphere, build suspense, handle action, open a tale 

invitingly or draw a story to a conclusion? 

While reading, it is worth building up a sense of 

different paragraph types such as suspense, action, 

hiding, lulling the reader into security, chasing, building 

atmosphere and so on. These building blocks can then be 

manipulated to create new stories. It is also worth 

collecting strategies to ‘hook’ a reader. Display samples 

and ideas on large sheets as well as recording in writing 

journals for future reference.  

When writing stories, children will draw on their 

reading but it is just as important for them to use their 

own experience, using real people, places and events and 

fictionalising them. This provides the concrete details 

that make a character, setting or event sound real. It 

helps if the writer can visualise what is happening in 

their head, painting the picture for the reader. 

 Making characters seem real 
Probably the major building block of all narrative has 

to be the characters. Careful reading of books with well-

defined characters can help children begin to build a 

sense of how to create real characters so that they live 

on the page and in the reader’s mind. For a character to 

live in the reader’s mind, it probably has to be real in 

the writer’s mind. It can help to collect the names of 

characters from books or real life and store these. Add 

in invented names (Skater, Mrs Winterberry, Miss 

Savage). Sometimes a name can suggest something 

about the character. For instance, to me the name 

‘Scrooge’ sounds scrunched up and mean. Roald Dahl 

was good at choosing names that already told the reader 

something about the characters, e.g. Boggis, Bunce and 

Bean! 

Writers usually don’t spend too much time describing 

a character. One or two descriptive details that suggest 

something about the person are sufficient. One handy 

trick is to notice how writers often drop pieces of 

information into a sentence to show the reader what a 

character looks like. 
 

The woman, dressed in a scarlet cat suit, 

wandered across the stage.   

Children could practise dropping descriptions into 

sentences in a similar vein. 

The girl, wearing an old overcoat, ran into the 

shop. 

Bryony, dressed in her school uniform, slouched 

on the sofa. 

They could then rehearse the idea of dropping 

into the sentence a description of what the 

character is doing. 

The policeman, twiddling his thumbs, waited on 

the street corner. 

The teacher, tapping his foot impatiently, glared 

at the class. 
 

Notice how the sentence about the teacher really 

suggests a lot about how he is feeling. Ask children to 

scan their reading books and find sentences in which the 

reader is shown what the character feels or thinks by 

what they are doing (he kicked the table leg), saying 

(‘Go away!’) or thinking (Not for the first time, he 

wondered why he felt so angry with them all). 

The key aspect about characterisation is for the writer 

to have a clear view about how their character feels or 

the sort of person that they are – a bully, kindly, 

generous, greedy, angry… This then influences what the 

character will say, do and think. It can also help to use 

detail and reveal what the character is thinking.  

Carly flicked the crumbs off her blue jeans. She had 

already phoned Mrs Dalloway twice and was thinking 

that it was typical of her not to be at home just when she 

was needed. She stared at the baby and wondered yet 

again where on earth it had come from. 

• Focus on reading for the building blocks –  
character, setting, action, suspense, 
opening, ending; 

• Practise writing paragraphs for common 
aspects of story – hiding, chasing, 
discussing, finding, losing? 

• Read and collect and experiment with ways 
to ‘hook’ a reader’s interest. 

• Draw on children’s own lives – people they 
know, familiar places and events to weave 
into their stories. 
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The main character will also have something they 

really want – a desire or goal. For instance, at the start of 

The Spiderwick Chronicles it is clear that Jared feels 

angry because he wants his father to come home and the 

family to be back together again. This extra dimension 

not only adds realism to the story, it also provides extra 

emotional impact, drawing the reader into the 

characters’ lives. When writing a story, it can help to 

begin with a main character having some sort of problem 

or negative trait. This characteristic will lead them into 

difficulties but all may be well by the end. 

 

Creating atmospheric settings  
Try the game of ‘compare’ where you show the 

children a rather sparsely written setting and one that 

builds the picture for the reader. Which is better and 

why? 

Generally, writers describe settings to tune the reader 

into imagining where the action takes place. However, 

as in the example above, a setting can be described in 

order to create an atmosphere. Collect examples of such 

descriptions and you will notice how writers use sensory 

impressions to build pictures. One useful habit is to 

show the reader the setting through the eyes of the main 

character (Kezzie stared round the shed). For instance, 

in Book 1 of The Spiderwick Chronicles, Jared finds 

himself in a hidden room: ‘Jared looked around the 

room. It was a smallish library, with one huge desk in 

the centre. On it was an open book and a pair of old-

fashioned round glasses that caught the candlelight …’. 

• Kezzie went into the shed. It was messy, 
dark and dirty. There was a load of stuff in 
there. She hid. 

• Kezzie stared round the shed. A fly crawled 
up the dusty windowpane, cobwebs hung 
from the rafters and a broken chair lay beside 
a pile of old carpets. The air smelled musty. 
From the back of the room, where it was quite 
dark, came the sound of something 
scratching, something scraping, something 
alive. But she had not got time to worry about 
that. Kezzie ducked down behind a large box 
and waited. 

To make characters sound real –  
collect examples in reading and use in 
writing: 
• Suggestive names – Mr Hardy 
• Drop in a few descriptive details 
• Think about how the character is feeling 
• Show this through what they say or do. 
• Reveal a character’s thoughts. 
• Know your character’s desire or goal. 
• Use detail. 
• Have your main character change during the 

story. 



Pie Corbett is a consultant, poet and 

author-editor of over 250 books. He is well 

known for promoting creative approaches 

in the classroom, in particular ‘Talk for 

Writing’. He has been a teacher, head 

teacher, Ofsted inspector and has received 

Honorary Doctorates for services to 

creativity and social justice. Pie regularly 

lectures on education around the UK and 

abroad. His most recent book is 

‘Transforming Learning across the 

Curriculum’.    

It is also helpful to show what is in a setting by using 

prepositions (nearby, below, above, under, on) as well as 

making lists of things: ‘A collection of glass jars 

containing berries, dried plants and one filled with dull 

river stones sat at the edge of the desk. Nearby a 

watercolour sketch showed a little girl and a man 

playing on the lawn. Jared’s eyes fell on a note tossed 

on top of an open book, both coated in a thin layer of 

dust …’.  

In this extract, you can see how the author introduces 

into the setting something that will lead the story 

forwards – a message! 

Writing as a writer 

If we look at these children’s reflections on writing, we 

can sense how they see themselves as writers. One Year 

6 child from Stone Primary writes, drawing on Ted 

Hughes, ‘The art of writing is to make your reader’s 

imagination go into action. It is one of those curious 

facts that when two things are compared in a metaphor 

or similes you see them much more distinctly. A 

comparison is like a puzzle. When you say, ‘his hair was 

like a rough coconut’, it makes your imagination work! 

You are forced to look more closely.’ 

Lynn Eldred, 11 yrs, reflects on her process as a writer: 

‘Sometimes if a poem is more complicated, it helps me to 

have an example read out to me or if it is a more 

descriptive piece to have a picture in front of me that I 

could refer to. It also helps me to write pieces of writing 

out in rough because then I can get better ideas and I 

can add more feeling to it and change words that I don’t 

need or that I don’t want’.  

In the same class, Alison knows the value of 

talk, ‘Before I start a piece of writing, I find it helps to 

talk about it first, because it sort of makes my mind 

clear about what I’ve got to do.’ She also is a great 

magpie, ‘I prefer to work in a noisy room because 

sometimes the words people use in their speech can help 

create a realistic atmosphere.’  

However, Leyla states, ‘I like doing a poem in a quiet 

place so that I can think of words … my best ideas come 

from the other poems I’ve done and the mistakes I’ve 

made’. 

Final thoughts 
Even if we teach our socks off, there is too much to 

learn about writing. It cannot all be taught. However, if 

we can awaken the curiosity that a writer has in noticing 

how others write then the power to teach themselves 

will deepen their own writing. We need to develop avid 

readers and turn them into writers, attuned to the daily 

possibility of learning how to write from reading. Let’s 

activate the curiosity of the inner writer; remembering 

that writers are thieves!  

To make a setting sound real – collect 
examples in reading and use in writing: 
• When writing, see the scene in your head; 
• Show the scene through the character’s eyes, 

e.g. Jill looked round at the room; 
• Use sensory details to help the reader 

imagine the scene, e.g. it smelled damp and 
the surfaces were slimy; 

• Introduce something out of place that will lead 
the story forwards, e.g. in the corner, she 
could see the treasure box; 

• describe what is there in detail, e.g. The 
windows were smothered in a film of green 
grime that let in a strange light. Cobwebs 
strung across the ceiling and dust powdered 
every surface. 

• make lists of what can be seen, e.g. The floor 
was covered in a tangled mess of broken 
boxes, old furniture and moth-eaten blankets. 

• use prepositions to show the scene, e.g. 
below, above, nearby, on top of, beside, 
under, on the side+. 
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Holly Arnold reports on a successful school project and considers 
the question: What can be learned from delving into children’s 
literacy lives to enhance inclusion in English? 

The gap in achievement between children 

eligible for free school meals and their more 

affluent peers currently stands at 9.5 months 

by the end of Year 6. This widens rapidly to 

19.3 months by the end of secondary 

schooling – resulting in over 50% of 19-year-

olds eligible for free school meals leaving 

school with no discernible qualifications 

whatsoever.  

Where I teach in North West England, the 

gap is wider still. Whilst initiatives such as the 

government’s Pupil Premium funding have 

slowly helped the gap to narrow, the pace is 

glacial – the Education Policy Institute report 

that progress is halting. So much so that their 

modelling reveals it would now take 500 years 

to close. With the possible effects of the 

current global pandemic, this small progress 

seems precarious at best.  

Taking the wider national data into 

consideration and with a quarter of children 

where I teach eligible for free school meals 

(10% higher than the national average), my  

Working in a small rural school in the very 

north of England can seem like a fairytale job. 

Tiny classes, outdoor space and a community 

spirit all have the makings of a great nostalgic 

novel depicting a bygone era, and in some 

respects this is true. However, with mixed 

aged classes, high levels of rural poverty and 

the great demands and expectations of the 

national curriculum, you can quickly find 

yourself spinning a lot of plates. One such 

plate is inclusion. Important for any teacher, 

inclusion becomes even more pertinent when 

teaching across all four year groups in Key 

Stage 2 at once. Not only do you have the 

individual abilities within each year group to 

plan for, you also have to fit in content from 

all four years into one lesson. For subjects 

such as English, where the content is vast and 

the stakes high, this can seem overwhelming.  

Inclusion becomes even more important 

when you look at attainment data. Attainment 

gaps between socioeconomic groups have long 

been pervasive throughout England’s schools. 

Whilst 

initiatives such 

as the 

government’s 

Pupil Premium 

funding have 

slowly helped 

the gap to 

narrow, the 

pace is glacial.  

Exploring children’s literacy lives 
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inclusion plate can become quite heavy and hard to spin. 

Like most schools, our main Pupil Premium spending 

goes on extra teacher time for one-to-one and small 

group intervention. This has some really positive effects 

on pupils’ confidence and attainment but, as literacy 

subject lead at the time of the project, I wanted to look 

at how my own English teaching could be more 

inclusive as a whole. I wanted to discover if I could 

identify where issues and disparities arose between 

socioeconomic groups and how I could level the playing 

field.  

The more I read about the matter, the more I kept 

coming back to evidence and theories looking at how 

we conceptualise literacy and being literate in the first 

place. The debate over whether literacy should be seen 

as a set of concrete skills taught in isolation, or whether 

in fact it is much more of a sociocultural practice, is 

strong in the literature, and it was here that I started to 

see where the trouble and answers may lie. I became 

interested in the theories of, for example, Luis Moll and 

Teresa Cremin who research alongside teachers, 

children and their families to discover children’s multi-

faceted literacy lives within and outside of school. 

Approaches such as these acknowledge the unique 

literate identities each child brings into the classroom. 

Moreover, through building an understanding of these 

assets, teachers were better able to develop culturally 

sensitive curricula that challenged inherent assumptions 

surrounding children and their families.  

I wondered how I could apply some of these ideas and 

theories in my own teaching and planning. I was excited 

by the idea of building a bridge between children’s lived 

experiences of literacy and the literacy we teach in the 

classroom. To do this, I invited the children from my 

KS2 class to take home a disposable camera for a week 

to photograph how they used literacy at home. In order 

to avoid influencing the children’s ideas, I gave very 

little instruction for the project. I was on hand for any 

technical difficulties with the cameras but tried very 

hard not to give any suggestions for the subjects of the 

photos they could take. This allowed me a chance to 

reflect on my own perception of literacy use alongside 

the children and enabled me to learn from the children’s 

perspectives.  

Once the photos were developed, I invited the children 

to work in small groups to discuss their photos and 

explain to their peers why they chose to take them. The 

photos the children took and their insights into their 

literacy lives were fascinating. Most of the children told 

me that they initially struggled with the task and were 

not sure what would count as literacy. Some even told 

me they didn’t think they used literacy outside of 

school. However, through taking part in the project, the 

children came to reflect and realise just how much they 

did do and how wide-reaching literacy was for them in 

their lives.  

Reading was the most common activity captured in the 

children’s photos, although the photos and discussions 

were not limited to books. A wide range of reading 

activities were presented and discussed such as reading 

maps and football cards. Writing was also discussed 

with activities such as writing songs, letters and cards 

given as examples. The children also included activities 

which they didn’t define as either reading or writing, for 

example, following instructions was discussed with 

photos of baking and making Lego models as examples. 

Additionally, composing music and playing an 

instrument were also photographed, alongside listening 

activities, such as listening to a radio or within a 

conversation. One child even talked about how he left 

himself reminders on his whiteboard in his bedroom. As 

well as activities in which the children engaged, they 

also took photos of items or examples of literacy which 

they found in their environment. This included many 

examples of text on household items such as cleaning 

products, medicines or pet food. The photos also 

included numbers and symbols, adverts on TV, a SAT 

NAV, a globe and even one picture of a child’s family 

and another of their pets.  

It was in the children’s insights, though, where the real 

interest lay. Fascinating conversations arose around 

whether Lego instructions counted as reading, with one  

As well as activities in which the children 

engaged, they also took photos of items or 

examples of literacy which they found in their 

environment. This included many examples 

of text on household items such as cleaning 

products, medicines or pet food.  



child concluding that, ‘…reading is just getting a lot of 

words and sticking them together, so you can read 

pictures by getting all the pictures and placing them 

together.’ This was backed up by another child 

recounting their experience of reading stories with 

younger cousins who used the pictures rather than the 

words to tell their stories. In another group, the children 

talked about how their view of literacy had widened, 

arriving at the conclusion that literacy isn’t just reading 

and writing but can be used while playing a game or 

even in an argument.  

As well as their activities, the children’s interests 

shone through their pictures and discussions, thus 

allowing me a great understanding of their motivations 

and passions. I learned that one pupil writes her own 

songs which I had previously no idea about. The 

children also showed a great maturity in their 

understanding and opinions on the purpose and 

importance of literacy. One group particularly enjoyed 

discussing the merits of understanding how to keep safe, 

while another group discussed what would happen if we 

didn’t learn literacy. As a teacher, I am accustomed to 

curating my classroom environment and the children’s 

learning within it, but in this instance it was wonderful 

to see the children as the curators of their own learning 

at home and this highlighted the potential that could be 

tapped into in school.  

Putting myself in the position of learner enabled me to 

not only address any potential gaps in knowledge 

between home and school literacy but also allowed the 

power to be handed over to the children. Through this 

activity no-one was seen as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ at 

literacy but everyone’s experiences and insights were 

given equal value and space to be explored. By framing 

the children’s literacy lives as precious assets to be 

uncovered and learned from, I found the children were 

able to see themselves positively as literacy learners in 

their own realities as well as the classroom. Many of the 

children explained how they had been using their 

literacy skills all the time without realising it. They were 

also able to articulate the importance literacy has and 

will have in their lives.  

Although the main aim of the project was for me to 

gather information to make my literacy curriculum more 

inclusive, I would argue that just by taking part in a 

project like this, inclusion could be enhanced. A 

repositioning of myself from the position of power and 

‘knowledge giver’ to learner, and placing the power 

with the children, allowed them to see the literate 

identities of themselves and their families in a positive 

light. It is within these positive views of oneself as a 

learner that future educational successes can be built 

upon and some of the reductive emphasis placed on 

attainment and standardised testing can be mitigated.  

With regards to my planning, and building a more 

responsive English curriculum, the resultant 

understanding of the children’s lives and interests was 

invaluable. Not only will it give me angles to work from 

and hooks to gain interest, it also opens up space for 

children and families to add their expertise and 

specialist knowledge to our curriculum and work 

towards building a community of learning between 

home and school. Through the photos and discussions, it 

also became evident that gaps exist between the use of 

technology at home and at school. There was a clear 

emphasis on using technology at home; however, the 

children often discounted this use with regard to 

literacy. I would like to look at this further and 

investigate how the use of virtual game playing etc. 

could be drawn upon in our literacy curriculum.  

I am in the early stages of learning about inclusion and 

how I can work to help mitigate attainment gaps 

between socioeconomic groups, but I plan to put the 

knowledge I have gained from this project to good use 

in working towards a positive and inclusive English 

curriculum. Through opening up what we count as 

literacy, harnessing children’s interests and connecting 

directly to their worlds, I hope to create powerful, 

inclusive learning experience that will positively 

contribute to children’s existing literacy lives. 

Holly Arnold works as a primary 

school teacher in a small rural school 

in the north of England. Holly has 

taught English across all year groups 

and her passion for literacy and 

inclusion led her to completing a 

Masters in Education specialising in 

inclusive literacy practice. 
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The full Education in England annual report from the Education Policy 

Institute is available at: 

 https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/education-in-england-

annual-report-2020/ 



Feature:  You can never have too much poetry 

In this article, Dawn Robertson explores why poetry has such a poor 
reputation with many teachers and offers resources and ideas to show 
them how to safely dip their toes into the water and, with a little 
encouragement, empower them to jump in headfirst and shout 
‘HALLELUJAH! POETRY IS ALIVE!’ 

Why is poetry often the Cinderella of our 

English Curriculum? 
Poetry teaching is often left until the last 

week of term and then an acrostic poem 

entitled CHRISTMAS is forced into a busy, 

tinsel-filled morning or maybe a shape poem 

is tenuously squeezed into the curriculum 

using a template found online. But why? 

I’ve been teaching, and then consulting, for 

over thirty years and have talked to hundreds 

of teachers about their concerns about the 

teaching of poetry. Many have recalled their 

G.C.S.E. poetry anthologies that were so 

impenetrable that they were either 

disengaged or simply terrified of the idea of 

returning to poetry in their own teaching. 

Some talk about poetry being full of rules 

that they don’t really understand, whilst 

others say they can’t moderate or assess 

poetry, and feel on unsettled ground – so they 

simply avoid it altogether. Whilst delivering 

You can never have too much poetry 
 

Every day you need your breakfast 
And every day you need a rhyme 

Start the morning with a cuppa 
And every morning’s poem time! 

 
Poetry’s essential, just like porridge: 

Poems will make you smile, not curse  
So I say start every morning 

With a fine full English break-verse!  
© Ian McMillan 

Why doesn’t everyone love to start their day 

off with a fine full ‘break-verse’ as Ian 

McMillan’s poem so eloquently puts it? Why is 

poetry so often the neglected element of the 

English curriculum?   

Why is the teaching of poetry like Marmite? 

Teachers seem to either love it or hate it! 

 

'Poetry is the 

sound of words 

in your ears, it’s 

the look of poets 

in motion and 

that can be you. 

Make your 

poems sing, 

whisper, shout 

and float. Let 

the words make 

the rhythm and 

give the viewers 

a buzz to see 

you.'  

Michael Rosen 

You can never have too much poetry 
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poetry training at a conference recently, I asked how 

many teachers loved teaching poetry and out of 160 

people, only about 15 hands went up! When asked why 

they didn’t like teaching it, many of them admitted they 

had little knowledge or confidence in their poetic 

abilities.  

The sad thing is that when you talk to children, they 

often love poetry because, when it is taught well, it can 

take them into every world, explore limitless subjects 

and dive quickly into emotions.  It allows them to really 

look at language without feeling constrained by the 

rules of sentence structure in the same way as prose. 

Lower attaining pupils often find it more accessible as it 

doesn’t always involve sustained reading and the fact 

that there might not be a simple answer means that no-

one is wrong, it’s just their interpretation. Poetry can be 

so liberating.  

How to become a POETRY SCHOOL –  

The simple first steps … 
If you feel that poetry is your Achilles heel, here are a 

few ideas to help you make those first tentative steps to 

bringing poetry into school. 

If you walk around your school are you bathed in 

poetry in the same way you might be with fiction? Is 

poetry celebrated? Close your eyes and imagine walking 

around your setting: 

Can children see poetry all around the school? 

Are there poetry sections in the library?  

Do you have specific 

poetry displays with 

enticing baskets of 

poems to explore dotted 

around the school?  

This is one created by 

the poet Julie Anna 

Douglas 
(@JulieAnnaPoetry). 

You can see that 

quality texts have been 

carefully chosen and then different resources shared for 

capturing children’s ideas. 

Is there a poet of the month display? Are pupils shown 

a variety of poetry that is carefully picked and then 

celebrated? Do they have a poem a day to hear and 

enjoy? 

Here is an example from St Peters C.E. Primary, 

Ashton. This is in the hall, on top of the piano, and 

shared with 

children through 

assemblies.  

Sometimes it 

might link with a 

topic or seasons, 

other times it’s a 

classic poem or 

anthology.  

What about creating a POET TREE where children 

can share their favourite poems? 

If the whole school know that there is a love of poetry 

then very quickly there will be a buzz about sharing it.  

There could be a themed display linked to topics in the 

school or a recent important event. 

You could leave poetry books of all shapes and sizes 

around the school for everyone to enjoy.  

The poet Sue Hardy-Dawson (@suehardydawson) 

tweeted recently, that ‘Poems, like songs, need to 

become familiar’ and this could be encouraged with a 

poetry basket in the classroom that children can return to 

and add to. Daily poetry sessions could take place where 

everyone could share old and new favourites.  

I love the idea of having a 

recommendation chart. Here 

is an example from Jon 

Biddle’s class (@jonnybid). 

Poetry is at the heart of 

learning.   

Classrooms should be full of 

the pupils’ own poetry. This 

could take the form of a 

written anthology, seen here 

in Jon Biddle’s (@jonnybid) Deer 

Class book that was added to over the 

course of the year as more poetry was 

written and was continually shared and 

enjoyed.  

It might be a specific poetry project, 

as when Claire  Williams’ class 

(@borntosparkle) created a dream 

light jar that captured their poetic 

ideas when 

exploring the theme ‘Imagine a 

Dream’. 

 

Helping teachers grow in 

confidence and begin to really 

enjoy poetry – a few non-

threatening steps! 
 

It is relatively easy to make poetry more visible 

through assemblies, whole school poetry weeks or 

festivals and displays but it is more difficult to ensure it 

is taught well.  
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The national curriculum states that children should 

listen to and discuss a wide range of poetry (including 

contemporary and classic) at a level beyond that at 

which they can read independently. By the time they 

leave Year 6 they should have built up a repertoire of 

poems learnt by heart and a stamina for writing 

poetry.  

Schools can only do this when teachers feel confident 

in their own knowledge and understanding of poetry. 

Teresa Cremin's 2010 and 2013 studies on primary 

teachers who receive training in order to become 

confident poetry teachers, suggest that teachers’ own 

enjoyment of poetry is an essential element of this 

process. Cremin’s work has shown that reading for 

pleasure is crucial for both teachers and pupils. When 

working with teachers, I try to show them that once they 

have found poetry that they can enjoy, and some 

approaches for sharing that enjoyment with children, 

then their teaching will quickly improve. Here are some 

of the ideas I have shared with teachers: 

What are your first memories of poetry? Are they 

good ones or ones you’d rather forget? Were you ever 

read or told poetry as a child? Did you have family 

songs or poems? 

I learnt Oh, I wish I’d looked after me teeth by Pam 

Ayres for my Brownie entertainer’s badge, loved 

singing Little Rabbit Foo Foo (later 

a book by Michael Rosen) at 

Brownie camp and was taught 

Sosban fach (Small Saucepan!) by 

my Nain whilst banging pots with a 

wooden spoon at the top of my 

voice. By simply thinking about 

these early experiences we might 

see that poetry isn’t so frightening. 

Teachers could help create 

wonderful memories of poetry for 

the children they teach.  

Reflect on times in school when children responded 

really well to poetry. I remember using the lyrics from 

The Greatest Showman last year for helping pupils think 

about treating each other with respect. Suddenly 450 

children were singing This is me at the top of their 

voices and soon we were discussing equality for 

everyone, with children offering very thoughtful 

responses. Maybe using lyrics in whole class or guided 

reading might be a gentle way to start unpicking more 

complex poetry.   

Create an effective poetry curriculum:  

As a staff, have a really good discussion about which 

poetry and poets you think your pupils should 

experience (this might be very telling!): 

• Give yourselves the challenge of creating an A to Z of 

poets e.g. Ahlberg, Blake, Cookson, Donaldson…  

• Discuss which poems you think all children should 

know e.g. On the Ning Nang Nong, Chocolate Cake, 

The Sound Collector, The Owl and the Pussy cat, 

Revolting Rhymes, Jabberwocky, The Highwayman, 

Macbeth? 

Look at this initial list and start to dig a little deeper and 

ask: 

• Is there a mix of classic and contemporary?  

• What is the balance of male and female poets?  

• Does the list include different forms of poetry – list 

poems, limericks, concrete poems etc? 

• What cultures are captured in this list?  

• What about poetic picture book storytellers such as 

Rachel Bright, Lynley Dodd, Julia Donaldson, Kes 

Gray and Jeanne Willis? 

Can they justify why these poets are on the list? Are 

some for exploring through reading? Would others lead 

to creating poetry?  

When I work with schools to create a bespoke poetry 

curriculum (a vertebrate of verse!), I ask the teachers to 

think of individual poets, poems (classic and 

contemporary), themes / anthologies for each year group 

and then to think about the different forms of poetry 

they want their children to experience. This gets the 

poetic ball rolling! However, sometimes teachers 

struggle to do this, so I advise them to start by setting 

aside a staff meeting, gathering together all their poetry 

books in school and just enjoying them. This usually 

leads to a discussion about how teachers feel about 

poetry, what they are currently offering the children and 

how they might develop this further. It can also identify 

teachers who are worried about their lack of knowledge. 

By giving them a starting point, they can build up their 

confidence in finding good poetry to engage their 

children with.  

See page 16 for an example of a KS1 poetry 

curriculum that I recently created with a school. 

There is so much poetic choice out there – if you are 

struggling to know what poems to use to create a 

vertebrate of verse! During June, I picked a daily theme 

and found 4 poems that explored it, which I tweeted 
(@justdawned). Initially, a few teachers tweeted their 
ideas but gradually over the month the poetry-net 

widened and soon there were poets sending in poems 

and teachers sharing their ideas of how they could be 

used. It felt so empowering to have these poetry 

conversations, so I decided to continue over the summer 

Suddenly 450 children were singing This is me 

at the tops of their voices and soon we were 

discussing equality for everyone, with children 

offering very thoughtful responses. Maybe using 

lyrics in whole class or guided reading might be 

a gentle way to start unpicking more complex 

poetry.   
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but also explore texts and the arts linked to themes too. 

There are so many poets out there who are more than 

happy to share their poetry, resources and ideas with 

you if you just ask. Here are some of the wonderful 

poets, and poetry enthusiasts, that have been doing just 

that, with me, during lockdown: 

 

Liz Brownlow (@LizBrownlow), James Carter 

(@JamesCarter),  Bob Cox (@BobCox_SFE), Julie 

Anna Douglas (@Julia Anna Poetry), Matt 

Goodfellow (@EarlyTrain), Sue Hardy-Dawson 

(@suehardydawson), A.F. Harrold (@AFHarrold), 

Niall Oliver (@NMOliverPoetry) Brian Moses 

(@Brian Moses), Coral Rumble (@RumbleCoral), 

Chris White (@chriswhitepoet), Neal Zetter 

(@Nealzetterpoet)  

 

Once you have lots of poetry to choose from, then you 

can explore how you want to use that poetry. Is it to 

explore language and ideas as in this poem by Julie 

Anne Douglas (@Julieannepoet): 

 

 

Are you choosing poetry for children that they can 

relate to in order to ponder and discuss, like this poem 

by Coral Rumble (@Rumblecoral)? 

Do you want your pupils to read a breadth of 

contemporary poetry that will challenge their thinking?  

Maybe you want to give pupils a stimulus to help them 

write poetry themselves.  

The easiest way to support children is to offer them a 

strong poetic structure.  

Demystifying poetry  
With staff, generate all 

the language that comes 

to mind when they think 

of the word poetry e.g. 

form, structure, figures 

of speech. Show them a 

word cloud (similar can 

be generated on the 

WORDLE website) to 

help them discuss what 

the features mean. 

Share a glossary of terms that will demystify the 

language of poetry (e.g. www. poetry4kids.com)  

Celebrating poetry! 
National Poetry Day is on October 1st 2020 and this 

would be a perfect time to share poetry across the 

school. This year’s theme is VISION and if you visit 

www.nationalpoetryday.co.uk you can find a great many 

resources:   

Teachers could read their favourite poems out in 

assembly and say why they have chosen it. This could 

become a monthly activity where a new theme is given 

as a challenge and each class has to find poetry linked to 

it. Successful ones that I have done in the past are 

animals, family, magic, school and dreams.  

Schools could create a poetry performance event. This 

might have a focus or a challenge, such as a rap rave or a 

slam festival. Why not have a nursery rhyme battle with 

one half of the class versus the other trying to out-sing 

each other? 

If you want lots of ideas about which poems to 

perform or how to perform them visit the Perform a 

Poem Website:https://performapoem.lgfl.org.uk/ 

The poems and idea are there waiting for you, eager to 

be shared.  

SILENT CONVERSATIONS 

 

Today we are having silent conversations; 

Pauses have grown longer and longer, 

Words just can’t be bothered to push through our lips. 

Precious holiday memories play in each head. 

We all look out of the car windows; 

Smile at a wiry sheep and cows in shade. 

Our heads turn together towards a swooping kestrel. 

Nobody wants to play car games, 

The engine has hummed us into a lull, 

The motorway has tranced us to silence. 

Today we are having silent conversations; 

Words can have a break, 

Sentences can go for a siesta. 



Here are just a few that I have performed with children 

– some old, some new – that have never failed: 

Oh, I’ve been eaten by a boa constrictor – Silverstein 

(in EYFS joining in with the teacher with movements)  
The sound collector – McGough (KS 1 acting out and 

creating their own versions)  

Louder – Stevens (two voices – for helping children 

learn the power of their own voice)  

Please Mrs Butler – Ahlberg (two voices for playing 

with exasperation)  

Car Trip – Rosen (a narrative poem that captures the 

truth of a car trip!) 

Don’t – Lachlan Young (a nonsense poem that is great 

for performance and for emulation)  

My brother is a cannibal – Patten (a verse and chorus 

poem for the whole class to enjoy)  

The dragon who ate our school – Toczek (a blistering 

chorus that everyone loves joining in with)  

Gran can you rap? – Ousby (this rap poem works so 

well if one of your children is confident to deliver the 

verses as a rapping granny!)  

How to cut a pomegranate – Dharker (a more serious 

poem that might be performed individually)  

This is the place – Walsh (a powerful poem that works 

so well with lots of voices)   

Invite poets into school for an assembly or to run 

workshops. Once you have heard a poet sharing their 

work, pupils will see the power that poetry holds. 

Search on Authors Aloud UK for poets that are happy to 

work with your pupils. During lockdown lots of poets 

have also been Zooming really successfully. Just ask 

them!  

There are so many poets performing on You Tube. 

Often they chat to their audience before they share their 

poem and it’s always wonderful to hear where the poem 

blossomed from. Here is Joshua Siegel performing 

Ooshus Magooshus: https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=5Mbct-ogyQo  

18 NATE Primary Matters Autumn 2020 

She is the author of Lizzie and the Birds and has also written a 

teacher’s guide to show how to use her picture book to produce 

a wide range of stimulating reading and  writing outcomes.  

She can be found sharing ideas on her website 

www.itjustdawnedonme.co.uk or on Twitter @justdawned.  

Dawn Robertson is an independent 

Primary English Consultant based in 

Manchester. She is passionate about sharing 

her love of English with fellow teachers and 

spends her time training throughout the 

country, as well as supporting schools in 

creating a dynamic English curriculum that 

meets their pupils’ needs.  

An example of a KS1 poetry curriculum  

If you were a poetry avoider, rather like me with 

Marmite, I hope this article has given you food for 

thought and I will end poetically with a heartfelt 

‘never run out of rhymes’ and please give poetry a 

chance:  

NEVER RUN OUT OF RHYMES 
 
You can run out of milk, mangoes, biscuits or beans, 
When you run out of butter, switch to margarine. 
You can run out of ideas, room, space or time, 
But you can never run out of rhymes. 
 
You might run out of energy, patience or steam, 
In a heatwave, you could run out of ice cream. 
A very sick snail may run out of slime, 
But you can never run out of rhymes. 
 
You can get run out in cricket or run out the door, 
Run out of pounds and pence and you’ll end up poor. 
A broken Big Ben could run out of chimes, 
But you can never run out of rhymes. 
 
You might run out of fuel: petrol, oil or gas. 
If you lose too much weight, you could run out of mass. 
Bored monkeys may run out of trees to climb, 
But you can never run out of rhymes. 
 
In a drought, you could run out of water to drink. 
Prolific poets’ pens might run out of ink, 
And if you’re stuck on ‘orange’, use ‘lemon’ or ‘lime’,  
Then you can never run out of rhymes. 

Feature:  You can never have too much poetry 
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Award-winning author, Zana Fraillon, describes how her love of maps 

has influenced her life and her books. Read this thought-provoking article 

to be stirred into mapping our own places. 

planted in our minds that if only we could 
join our own map to this one, then we might 
just be able to find our way into the fantasy 
world laid out before us. Like treasure maps, 
we are promised gold – if only we knew which 
way was north. 
Recently, I have started drawing maps of my 
own. Spurred on by advice from a fellow 
author to map my story as a way of sorting out 
a particularly sticky plot problem, I have 
become a little obsessed. My drawing skills 
are as fully formed as my directional skills, 
and so these are not maps that give me any 
aesthetic pleasure. But not only did my 
crudely drawn maps fix my plot, they have 
given me something I have been searching for 
my entire life. They have given me a sense of 
place and belonging.  
I have never felt as though I belonged in a 
place. It is a feeling I longed for, and still do to 
some degree. As a child, we moved a lot. I 
was born in Australia, and then spent my early 
childhood in America. There, I was the 
Australian Kid, and my brother and I would 
tell tales of how ‘back home’ we would ride to 
school in the pouch of a kangaroo and dodge 

I have always loved maps. Not the kind of 
maps set out neatly in grids and lines and 
designed to take us easily from A to B. But the 
kind of maps found in old books and framed in 
the reading rooms of libraries and cosy pub 
nooks; ancient maps that whisper of adventures 
and unknowings and places yet to be 
discovered. Maps that proclaim ‘Here Be 
Dragons’ and signal where giant underwater 
beasts may lurk. Maps that are so ridiculously 
out of scale that the places they map are no 
longer recognisable, and which only allude to 
the wonders that wait just off the edge of the 
page. These are the maps that call to me.  
Maps, for me, are not about finding my way. 
Possibly, perhaps, because I am one of those 
people whose sense of direction was never even 
partially formed, and so a map that guides me 
towards a destination tends to encourage a mild 
fit of panic in which I spin on the spot, map 
flailing in hand, trying unsuccessfully to work 
out which way is north ...  

For me, maps are all about the stories hidden 

within. Maps make stories real. When we open 

a book and see Captain Hook’s Lagoon or 

Robin Hood’s Hideout, there is the tiniest seed  

Not only did 

my drawn 

maps fix my 

plot, they 

have given 

me 

something I 

have been 

searching for 

my entire 

life. They 

have given 

me a sense of 

place and 

belonging.  
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Feature:  Mapping our place 

the crocodiles in the front garden. When we moved back 
to Australia, I quickly became the American Kid – my 
strong accent and American mannerisms no match for 
the fact of being born in Melbourne. I forever felt as 
though I was from another place. Perhaps it was this that 
led to my lack of connection with my country. Perhaps it 
was the absence of long generational roots that spanned 
the centuries – I would announce the percentages of my 
varied heritage at the drop of a hat. Perhaps it was, as I 
grew older, the disdain I felt for many of the ways my 
country treated people. If I could choose, is this the 
country I would want to be from? And then, as I started a 
family of my own, I felt a gradually growing connection 
to place. Not to the politically defined nation, 
necessarily, but to the actual place.  
And I realised, drawing my maps now, that this 

connection comes from the shared stories of place that I 
now have. When I walk with my family, the landmarks 
and streets are not known by their names, but by their 
stories. The local park where our dog peed on the slide 
just before a child came hurtling down it, became known 
as the Trapper-did-wee-on-the-slide-Park, the road with 
the steep hills that makes us all feel giddy when we drive 
down, is Roller-Coaster-Road. There is Pooh-Sticks 
Bridge and Tiger-Snake-Bend. There are places that 
spark memories of ridiculous fun, and places that silence 
us in their remembering.  
The maps I draw now are mostly these memory maps. 
Grossly out of scale, with no northerly aspect to be 
found. Instead, they are full of our stories, added to by 
all the family. Small, insignificant moments of being that 
would most probably otherwise be forgotten. Here lies 
the gate to the Other World; Here hides the kangaroo; 
Vanished Burial Mound; The Forest Walk (beware of 
dragons); Fox Crossing; and my personal favourite – 
Here one could hide a dead body.  

We drew ourselves fantasy treasure maps of unknown 

lands and then went outside and followed them. It was 

eerie how quickly our known landscape transformed into 

the landscape of the map – the roundabout became Pirate 

Island, the river was obviously that black mark that led 

off the edge of the page, and that copse of trees was 

clearly the forest where the Dark Lord had his lair. 

Strangest of all was the treasure we found at the exact 

spots marked on the maps. A rock with pink fragments 

that glittered like jewels and a smoothed stick exactly the 

shape of a magic wand that felt just perfect to hold. 

Those trees will never again be just a copse of trees. 

They are now the Dark Lord’s Lair and there is no 

denying the cold wind that blows or the feeling of being 

watched whenever you pass through. 

Maps make stories real… 
Recently, our daily lockdown walks have become 
explorations of our neighbourhood. We are ‘beating the 
bounds’ and wondering at the stories that exist. As Scott 
Russell Sanders says, ‘place is geography soaked with 
stories’. A local lane with the name of a girl sets us 
asking who she was and when she was and what she did 
that made someone name a lane after her? A multi-
coloured cliff face sets us off on a deep time geological 
exploration of what existed here, in this place, thousands 
of years ago, and what we might find if we could dig 
down deeper. And then comes the thought, what will our 
ancestors find of us thousands of years from now? What 
stories will we leave behind? And suddenly we see 
ourselves connected to this place through time as well; 
through layers and webs of existences and stories that 
seem to hang at the very edge of our knowing.  
Seeing our stories mapped out like this makes me feel 
somehow more centred. It allows me to see for the first 
time how all of us, simply by our being here, are weaving 
ourselves and our stories into the very fabric of this place. 
The stories of any singular place are inherently bound to 
all that has come before. Everything has relevance. 
Seeing our stories made real on a dodgy hand drawn map, 
has given me the connection to place, and that sense of 
belonging that I have been missing. Like the 
archaeological markers we will leave behind for future 
generations to ponder, seeing yourself mapped in place 
leaves its own marker. It shouts: Once we lived here. 
Once, these were the steps we walked. It is not about 
being from a place that matters after all, but being of a 
place. 
As we head further into the era of the Anthropocene – a 
time signalled by the radical and permanent scars that 
human activity has left on our planet – it strikes me that it 
is now more important than ever for us all to find our 
connection to place. If we are not connected to place, how 
can we possibly care enough about it to consider the 
future ramifications of how we live? As Robert 
Macfarlane writes, ‘a landscape that goes undescribed 
also goes unregarded.’ Perhaps we all need to go out and 
draw ourselves into our landscapes. To share our stories 
of place, to explore the hidden narratives that exist around 
us, to see how place itself can connect us. Perhaps we 
need to narrate ourselves more firmly into our worlds, to 
give ourselves maps that speak to who we are, and that 
affirm our identity and our stories. Maps to enable us to 
see ourselves as part of the vast memories of the places 
we call home.  

We see ourselves connected to this place 

through time as well; through layers and webs 

of existences and stories that seem to hang at 

the very edge of our knowing.  

Zana Fraillon is an internationally acclaimed, 

multi-award winning author of books for children 

and young adults. Her work has been published in 

over fifteen countries and is in development for 

both stage and screen.  Find out more about Zana 

at:  https://www.zanafraillon.com/  

 

The book that was inspired by Zana’s love of 

maps, The Lost Soul Atlas, (Hachette Children’s 

Books) is reviewed on p51 
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Feature:  It’s time to talk about Roald 

Love him or loathe him, thirty years on from his death, Roald 

Dahl is still everywhere and his books are as popular as they 

ever were. In this article, Dr Ann Alston questions whether 

the popularity of this author is justified in today’s society. 

a part of our language and childhoods, that he 

seems untouchable.  With Roald Dahl Day 

now an annual event – every September 13th – 

with our social media filling with Dahl 

memes, chances are many schools, in 

celebrating those books that children read for 

pleasure, often find themselves welcoming a 

host of Matildas, Sophies and Dannys through 

the school gates.  

But should we be questioning how and why 

Dahl mania is still seen as permissible given 

that Dahl traded in ideologies, stereotypes, and 

prejudices that are now widely unacceptable?  

One answer might lie in the child-centric 

power dynamics evident in the books; they are 

The supermarket shelves groan with the 

weight of Dahl’s books for children and 

arguably those of his like-minded successor 

David Walliams. Over lockdown, film-maker 

and actor, Taika Waititi, has been reading/

performing James and the Giant Peach on 

YouTube with The Roald Dahl Museum and 

Story Centre asking for contributions towards 

their charities; Netflix is planning on releasing 

several new Dahl adaptations; in 2016, Dahl’s 

centenary year, Dahl-themed events popped 

up across the UK, with Cardiff, the city of 

Dahl’s birth, taking celebrations to a new 

height with street parties and festivities in the 

city centre. Dahl has become so popular, such 
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as critics, Hall and Coles argue, like a ‘two-fingered 

gesture to the adult world’.  The small and seemingly 

powerless protagonists in his tales, in line with those in 

many other stories for children, always ultimately defeat 

the (usually adult) unjust and the hypocritical characters: 

Danny and his father outwit the odious Victor Hazel; 

Fantastic Mr Fox continues stealing from the grotesque 

farmers; Matilda defeats the monstrous Trunchbull; the 

bullied outcast ‘runt’ BFG and orphan Sophie triumph 

over the ‘human bean’ eating giants and thus this theme 

continues.   

On the thirtieth anniversary of the publication of 

Matilda, the Roald Dahl Story Company conducted a 

public poll asking who Matilda’s opponent would be in 

2018 and what career she would follow. The results led 

to the erection of a statue in Great Missenden of Matilda 

pointing defiantly at Donald Trump and to new editions 

of Matilda featuring Quentin Blake’s cover illustrations 

of her in various jobs from Head of the British Library to 

an astrophysicist.  

These texts, it seems, stay with us and have become 

part of our cultural imagination.  For those of us in love 

with reading and with inspiring others to do the same, 

our spirits soar when we encounter Matilda whose books 

‘transported her into new worlds’ as she ‘travelled all 

over the world while sitting in her little room in an 

English village.’ Similarly, the BFG’s playfulness with 

language seemingly celebrates all those of us who, for 

whatever reason, have ‘a twitch-tickling problem’ with 

words and gives readers ample opportunity to make up 

and play with their own portmanteau words.  Those 

characters who are good in texts love stories and 

learning, those who are bad have no time for the arts.  If 

we read with the text, as we are ‘supposed to’ then 

Dahl’s works seem relatively neat. Dahl’s narrators 

place a metaphorical arm around readers, so that we 

don’t think to stop and question, or as, Cathy Butler, my 

co-editor for our book on Dahl, so eloquently puts it, 

they place ‘readers in an effective armlock, conscripting 

them to the views of the narrator’.  

Dahl himself had something of a reputation as a 

curmudgeonly old uncle, but if Brexit, the election of 

Trump and prominence of social media has taught us 

anything, it is surely that such outdated ‘uncles’ are 

coming under much needed scrutiny. As a child in the 

1980s, I devoured Dahl’s books; they seemed, to my 

eight-year-old self, the ultimate in terms of reading for 

pleasure and surely in part they inspired me later to 

study English Literature, and yet never as a child did it 

occur to me that all the ‘bad’ women in the  tales were 

described as ‘hags’ or body shamed in terms of being 

too fat or too thin,  nor that the Oompa-Loompas were 

enslaved, or that the BFG stole Sophie. I was however, 

suspicious that every childless woman I encountered 

might be a witch (a concept that is still not entirely 

absent in today’s media) and on reflection, had I been 

given the opportunity to discuss this suspicion in a 

classroom environment, my love for Dahl might have 

been diminished – I may have stopped glaring at 

women’s hairlines (apologies to those women), and I 

may well have moved on to different texts had I had a 

well-stocked local library full of diverse texts (I didn’t).  

As it was, I had no idea we were ‘allowed’ to ask 

difficult questions of a published book.  We didn’t 

analyse, we didn’t question, we sat on the carpet, 

admired, giggled, and if ideology permeates the very air 

we breathe, then we inhaled, and exhaled, Dahl. 

That was then. And while there is clearly still 

mountains of work to be done on getting diverse books 

on the shelves as evidenced by the CLPE Reflecting 

Realities surveys, (https://bit.ly/2Zv3vUR) now we do, 

at the very least, have critics calling for, teachers using, 

and librarians and bloggers promoting, a much richer 

and varied catalogue of children’s books (check out We 

Need Diverse Books https://diversebooks.org/ and 

Darren Chetty and Karen Sands-O’Connor’s column 

‘Beyond the Secret Garden’ in Books for Keeps)  

http://booksforkeeps.co.uk/member/darren-chetty> 

Yet despite this, David 

Walliams’ books which he 

openly and vociferously 

admits are hugely indebted 

to Dahl, continue to top the 

polls, despite having been 

recently trending in social 

media and criticised for 

upholding stereotypes.  

In fact, it’s not new to call 

out Dahl. Eleanor Cameron 

launched a scathing attack 

on his books back in the 

1970s, and subsequent 

academic critics specialising 

in children’s literature ever 

since have highlighted 

elements of racism, classism 

and sexism within his texts. 

For example, in his brilliant 
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exposé of unconscious racism, Was the Cat in the Hat 

Black? Philip Nel devotes much time to Charlie and 

suggests that ‘books containing stereotypes invite 

children to participate in that way of thinking, but 

children do not have to accept the invitation’. Surely 

then, we must show readers that it’s possible, indeed 

advantageous, to decline.  If, and many would say we 

shouldn’t, we are to keep reading these books at all, we 

must help readers to reject these stereotypes, to read 

against the narrative, to resist the ‘armlock’ of the 

narrator and to have conversations, however 

uncomfortable.  I agree with Nel that it is far better to 

draw out these issues in the safety of the classroom than 

let prejudice go unquestioned. For as Peter Hollindale, in 

one of my favourite ever phrases about the importance 

of critical literacy observes, we must teach children to 

read so that they ‘will not be at the mercy of what they 

read.’ I propose that we begin by making children aware, 

by showing them where ideology is at work: discovery 

and then discussion will allow children to make their 

own decisions as to whether or not these texts should 

continue to deserve the accolades they garner.  

Aidan Chambers, author, critic, and winner of 2010 

NATE award for lifetime services to English education, 

quotes Sarah, an eight-year-old girl who in his book Tell 

Me declares: ‘We don’t know what we think about a 

book until we have talked about it’. Let’s help children 

to talk.  

But how do we do this? I’d like to make my point by 

taking – or taking on - three of Dahl’s biggest 

bestsellers, which between them have sold millions of 

copies and spawned record-breaking films: Charlie and 

the Chocolate Factory, BFG and Matilda. In all three, 

the underdogs win, the bad are punished, much fun is 

had, the endings are happy, and it seems there is much to 

celebrate. For any teachers worried that a critical reading 

might ruin a text for a child, I will try to reassure that the 

discussion should, in fact, enhance it, empowering 

readers to retain a love of some parts (for all these texts 

have elements that made them classics in the first place) 

and yet to be able recognise their imperfections, to 

challenge the stories and question their outdated and 

negative aspects. 

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory 

This is perhaps the most famous, best-selling, and the 

most controversial of Dahl’s children’s books. That the 

original 1964 text included an illustration in which the 

Oompa-Loompas were represented as African pygmies, 

yet none of the publishers, editors, reviewers, or indeed 

Dahl himself, stopped to consider the offensiveness of 

such representation is key in considering systematic 

racism in children’s literature. It was not until 1973, 

after Cameron’s article and a complaint from the 

NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People), that a new edition was released which 

showed the Oompa-Loompas as white people from 

Loompaland (For more detailed information on this see 

Nel 68-70). This revision though remains problematic. 

Still, the Oompa-Loompas are described as ‘shadows 

that appear behind the [factory] windows, especially late 

at night’, they are the silenced, exploited workers, 

tempted to Wonka’s factory by the promise of better 

things, who find themselves enslaved as they work to 

feed a capitalist market’s desire for sugary goods.  The 

leader of the Oompa-Loompas might now be white, but 

was found, so Wonka, tells us, in a treehouse in the 

jungle, hiding from ‘dangerous beasts’, and smashing 

up ‘revolting’ caterpillars to eat. A change of colour 

perhaps, but not of role.   

Note that narrative armlock that I discussed earlier 

becomes very much apparent, as readers are positioned 

to celebrate Wonka’s apparent ‘rescue’ of the Oompa-

Loompas from their seemingly unpleasant homeland: he 

offers them ‘all the cacao beans you want’ and a new 

and supposedly better life in his factory.  Wonka’s 

narrative, when analysed closely, remains one of 

capitalism and slavery; the Oompa-Loompas are 

commodities, ‘imported’ ‘shipped’ and ‘smuggled in 

large packing cases’. Author and educator, Herb Kohl, 

writing on another well-known children’s book, Babar 

the Elephant (1931) suggests that the ‘reader is swept 

along without questioning any of the premises of the 

story…there is no time for reflection or examination… 

It is easy to accept the whole of it unquestioned…’ and 

the same is true for Charlie.  With this issue of the 

potential internalisation of the book’s values in mind, it 

might be that teachers decide to place this book on a 

higher shelf, to hide it behind more ideologically 

acceptable (almost any) books, for as Nel observes, 

‘racist texts can inflict real psychic damage on children 

I propose that we begin by making children 

aware, by showing them where ideology is at 

work: discovery and then discussion will allow 

children to make their own decisions as to 

whether or not these texts should continue to 

deserve the accolades they garner.  
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of all races, but the child who is a member of the 

targeted group sustains deeper wounds than the child 

who is not.’  

Indeed, many may argue that the best way to confront 

racism in children’s literature is precisely to stop reading 

or discussing these books within the classroom. Yet they 

retain their cultural status and influence. On a recent 

walk to collect the far more progressive texts by 

Patience Agabi (Infinite) and Anthony McGowan (Lark) 

from the bookshop, I passed an independent sweet shop 

named ‘Umpa Lumpa’.  Children seek the sweet and 

pleasant in entertainment, whether the latest creation 

from Netflix or an easily available Charlie. With that in 

mind, if teachers and parents do want to cover this book 

and teachers and parents best know their children/pupils, 

then it is important as Kohl warns us, not to get ‘swept 

up by the text’ but to ensure there is time to ‘reflect and 

examine’. One way to do this is to give readers 

discussion points. Examples could be: 

∗ Wonka did the right thing with the Oompa-

Loompas as they are safe now and don’t have to eat 

caterpillars. (The reading implied by Wonka’s 

narrative) 

∗ It’s good that the Oompa-Loompas have learnt 

English. (again a reading implied by the text) 

∗ The Oompa-Loompas must have felt sad to be 

packed away like objects. 

∗ The Oompa-Loompas should be paid, have 

holidays and be allowed to leave the factory. 

∗ I do/don’t trust Wonka. 

Readers are thus encouraged to be critical; they are 

given the license to be furious at the book, to question 

power relations, to read against the text.  They may well 

begin to question Wonka’s whole account, to find gaps 

and inaccuracies: ‘How and where did he learn to speak 

Oompa-Loompaish?’ ‘How do we know that they really 

did go with him willingly? He needed new workers for 

his factory anyway. Perhaps he 

forced them?’ ‘Why don’t we 

hear the Oompa-Loompa’s story? 

Are they allowed to still speak 

Oompa-Loompaish or do they 

have to speak English?’ 

  In this way, Wonka’s authority 

and reliability, his honesty and 

integrity are undermined. I tried 

this exercise out on my 11-year-

old daughter and nine-year-old 

twins, who concluded that ‘We 

don’t trust him and we don’t 

think he is telling the truth’. 

Reading actively and in a group 

resulted in a complete revision of 

their prior trust in Wonka and 

they began to question, not only 

Wonka as storyteller, but the 

narrator of the text and indeed the writer of the book.  

Readers, guided by a skilful teacher, are equipped, 

enabled and permitted to call out dubious narratives, 

and this critical skill will also help to ensure that as 

adults they are not blinded to their faults by nostalgia. 

Readers are thus empowered to recognise and discuss 

other problematic texts, from children’s literature 

through to adult literature, in social media, in 

newspapers and, dare I say it, in politicians’ speeches. 

Of course, the contents of a school library must be as 

diverse as possible in order that readers can encounter a 

wide variety of texts, and many excellent contemporary 

children’s books deal with racism thoughtfully, but to 

be able to call out and criticise previously canonical 

texts by a bestselling ‘number one storyteller’ is an 

important life skill.  

The BFG 

Might it be that turning to The BFG places us on safer 

ground – surely the clue is in the title – he’s a ‘friendly’ 

giant? It may seem at first sight to be being rather 

heavy-handed and negative to point out that the BFG, 

rather like Peter Pan, appears only at night-time, lingers 

around bedroom windows, and as it turns out, steals 

children. Put like this, neither the BFG nor Peter Pan 

appear particularly heroic. A good way to approach this 

text with children might be to ask them to complete a 

Diamond Nine after reading the early chapters and to 

consider their initial opinions of the BFG. Is he a hero, 

kind, friendly, terrifying, mean, scared, kidnapper, 

threatening, sad, and, after they have read further, ask 

them how might that Diamond Nine change?  

For example, alarm bells might ring when Sophie asks 

why the BFG does not steal food from people’s gardens 

rather than eat snozzcumbers. The BFG’s response is: 

‘I would rather be chewing up great snozzcumbers 

than snitching things from other people.’ 

‘You stole me,’ Sophie said. 

‘I did not steal you very much,’ said the BFG, smiling 

gently. ‘After all, you is only a little girl.’  

This is right up there with the conversation between 
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Lavender and Matilda in Matilda where Lavender insists 

that her father would certainly complain if he discovered 

the Trunchbull had swung Lavender round her head 

holding her by her hair before throwing her across the 

room, yet Matilda’s response is chilling: 

 ‘He wouldn’t […] and I’ll tell you why. He simply 

wouldn’t believe you,’  

Dahl’s texts, then, alert readers to the vulnerability of 

the child in the face of a world dominated by often 

untrustworthy adults. Yet his apparently positive adult 

characters, like the BFG, Wonka, and the narrator in 

Matilda, who imagines writing school reports 

remarkably like those of the Trunchbull prove to have 

uncomfortable aspects apparent to the readers alert to 

whom they can trust.  

The BFG’s life journey takes him from being a bullied, 

uneducated ‘kidnapper’ to becoming a celebrated author 

living in the grounds of the Queen’s palace, yet his story 

shouldn’t entirely escape scrutiny. The BFG, like the 

Oompa-Loompas, has sacrificed his own language in 

return for social inclusion; while Sophie claims that his 

language is ‘beautiful’ she simultaneously tutors him out 

of it.  By the conclusion of the story, the BFG has 

written a book good enough to be published by the 

Queen and yet the shrewd reader may note he has 

preserved his native language within his text. With this 

in mind, we might read the book as one where the 

initially marginalised BFG is brought within the 

confines of social convention as he writes correctly, eats 

properly and has escaped the uncivilised Giant Country. 

But racism haunts the margins of the text here too, for 

the ‘human-bean gobbling giants’ who ‘were all naked 

except for a short skirt around their waists’ (in stark 

contrast to the BFG’s implicitly Westernised waistcoat 

and trousers) are explicitly categorised as ‘uncivilised’ 

even animalistic, and indeed, are later imprisoned in a 

pit where tourists flock to gaze at them.  

And although Dahl is claimed to be on the side of the 

child, and his child protagonists triumph in the end, 

where does Sophie sit at the conclusion of this story? 

We find that Sophie’s voice has been silenced, and the 

narrative concludes with the BFG taking Dahl’s name as 

his authorial nom de plume – Dahl effectively inserts 

himself into the text and claims control over it. And so a 

good question to ask of this and indeed all of Dahl’s 

texts might be whose story is this? The BFG’s, Dahl’s or 

Sophie’s? Whose voices/stories do we hear?  Who 

remains silenced? Can readers write the stories of those 

characters who have been marginalised? Again, there is 

rich discussion to be had here but the text must be taken 

on carefully and cautiously.  

 

Matilda 

If Sophie is left silenced by the end of the BFG, then 

by 1988 and Matilda, we might argue, Matilda   finds 

her voice as she defeats the tyrannical headteacher and 

replaces her inadequate nuclear family with a better-

educated and more loving single mother. We might 

begin to think that this text is where girls and women 

will be empowered.  

But Dahl was a creature of habit when it came to the 

representation of women as ‘hags’ (Mrs Pratchett in 

Boy, George’s Grandma, Mrs Twit, James’ aunts) who 

are often shamed for being too fat or too skinny. 

Matilda sticks to this formula. The masculinised and 

militaristic Trunchbull (combine truncheon and bull) 

and Mrs Wormwood with her ‘unfortunate bulging 

figure’ are sharply contrasted to Miss Honey – the name 

is self-explanatory – who is described as a ‘porcelain 

doll’ an archetypal perfect mother and perfect teacher. 

Miss Honey recites pastoral Dylan Thomas’ poetry to 

Matilda and sacrifices food for her while Mrs 

Wormwood serves ready meals and watches American 

soap operas.  

To select just one aspect among the many in this text, 

you might choose to focus on the importance of reading. 

The child reader is encouraged to mock the 

Wormwoods because they prefer television to books, 

and as such, it dictates to the adult readers what kind of 

teachers or parents they should and shouldn’t be. 

Parents should be, and the children reading the book 

should become, adults who read, and to further enforce 

a specific ideology, they should read not just any old 

thing, but the classics set out in Matilda’s reading list. 

A critical approach to this text might be to focus on 

statements such as:  

And although Dahl is claimed to be on the side 

of the child, and his child protagonists triumph 

in the end, where does Sophie sit at the 

conclusion of this story? We find that Sophie’s 

voice has been silenced... 
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∗ Matilda is right to seek revenge.  

∗ We can tell a ‘bad’ woman in this text because… 

∗ The ending is happy.  

∗ We trust the narrator who is on Matilda’s side. 

∗ J.K Rowling’s Dursleys are a bit like the 

Wormwoods. (Note how Dahl’s legacy lives on) 

∗ Reading books makes you happier/more powerful/ 

more empathetic. 

And it might allow some research into the books on 

Matilda’s list. When were they written? By whom? Is 

Dahl trying to tell us what to read? What books would 

you put on a ‘must read’ list? 

Time and space don’t allow for a full analysis of the 

riches of Matilda when it comes to isms: classism and 

sexism are certainly here. Hopefully, I have offered a 

balanced way to approach Dahl, one that allows readers 

to recognise and call-out some of the negative aspects, to 

learn to read against, to become empowered in the 

process and to retain some enjoyment. 

Practical Answers 
Reading a story then and celebrating Dahl day isn’t 

just dressing up and laughing along with the jokes. 

Literature can never be ideologically neutral; it 

introduces the children in your class to a very specific 

view of the world.  It’s all too easy to gloss over the 

problems in Dahl’s texts and focus instead on the many 

aspects that have made them appealing. But we need to 

encourage conversations and raise awareness of the 

ideological shortcomings inherent within them.  

So please, if you do celebrate Dahl, and use him in 

your classrooms, then don’t do so without talking about 

his depiction of women, calling out his construction of 

the giants, questioning Wonka and his narrative, giving 

voice to the Oompa Loompas. 

For if readers can question 

Dahl, then they will learn to 

question oh so many other 

narratives, often directly or 

indirectly influenced by Dahl’s 

writings;  David Walliams in 

whose texts many of these 

tropes live on, or Rowling’s 

depiction of the Dahlesque 

(non-reading, body shamed) 

Dursleys. Give the next 

generation of readers the 

licence to question, to discard 

perhaps, to discriminate, and let 

them decide whether to throw 

the baby out with the bathwater. 

For what we need above all else 

right now, and for the future, 

are critical thinkers, equipped to 

challenge what’s gone before. 

So please, if you 

do celebrate Dahl, 

and use him in 

your classrooms, 

then don’t do so 

without talking 

about his 

depiction of 

women, calling 

out his 

construction of 

the giants, 

questioning 

Wonka and his 

narrative, giving 

voice to the 

Oompa Loompas.  

Dr Ann Alston is Senior Lecturer in English at the 

University of the West of England. Ann is a 

specialist in children's literature and has 

published articles on Roald Dahl as well as 

The Family in English Children's Literature  
Follow Ann on Twitter 

@AnnAlston17  
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Feature:  More than information—Deeper Reading, Deeper Knowledge 

In this insightful article, Sam Keeley provides lots of practical suggestions 

and advice for creating genuine and purposeful opportunities for children 

to experience a rich reading experience leading to deeper knowledge. 

demonstrated during oral reading through ease 
of word recognition, appropriate pacing, 
phrasing, and intonation. It is a factor in both 
oral and silent reading that can limit or support 
comprehension. (Kuhn et al., 2010, p. 240)  
When working with non-fiction, the texts 
can be increasingly complex, presenting 
previously unknown concepts along with 
vocabulary that is either new or used in ways 
not previously encountered. It is entirely 
possible that a reader can be fluent when 
reading about one topic (dinosaurs) but 
dysfluent when reading about another (e.g. 
evolution.) Similarly, readers may be able to 
decode words automatically without having 
any understanding of their meaning. 
Alternatively, readers may misread a 
sentence’s meaning if they do not understand 
where to place the stress in a word 
(Jarmulowicz, 2006). For example, readers 
may not retrieve the full meaning of the word 
artistic if they do not understand how the 
suffix changes their pronunciation of syllable 
stress on the root word. Likewise, 
mispronouncing the noun recall 
(Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy  
Vol. 62 No. 4 365 January/ February 
2019  literacyworldwide.org) through the use 

When selecting texts for the primary 
classroom it makes sense to seek out high 
quality literature which links to the wider 
curriculum. How can we ensure that we 
produce the best learning and knowledge 
building through texts? Knowledge is 
affective/subjective as well as cognitive/
objective. We have to work in both domains to 
build knowledge. Just Imagine’s Take One 
Book resource seeks to select great texts to 
combine knowledge building with the 
development of deeper reading. Texts are 
selected because they offer a rich reading 
experience first and the opportunity to link to 
the wider curriculum. The resource can then 
support children to read like a historian, a 
scientist or a geographer. In the following 
example, I will look at knowledge in science 
and how reading strategies can be utilised to 
maximise engagement.  
Fluency is an important factor in a reader's 
ability to negotiate complex texts successfully. 
When reading non-fiction texts, it is critical to 
emphasize pacing, understanding, and 
knowledge building. Fluency combines 
accuracy, automaticity, and oral reading 
prosody, which, taken together, facilitate the 
reader’s construction of meaning. It is 
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of verb stress (i.e., on the second syllable) can potentially 
hinder their understanding of the word’s syntactic role in 
the sentence.   
Some research suggests that information is read less 
quickly than narrative. More complex, or newer, ideas 
presented in informational texts take longer for children 
to read. Consider your own reading. I know this is 
generally true for me partly because I have less 
experience of reading non-fiction. When a topic is 
unfamiliar there may be more words which are 
unfamiliar and technical vocabulary can be more difficult 
to use the context to work out. I may struggle to build a 
mental picture of the content if I do not have sufficient 
background knowledge. My experience as a teacher 
bears this out too. When teaching in Key Stage One, 
children would often struggle with the non-fiction 
banded books when they were able to read the fiction 
fluently.  
This all makes sense especially when we consider that 
the purpose of informational texts is to introduce readers 
to ideas with which they are unfamiliar. So how do we 
bridge this gap? I’d like to share a sequence of learning 
designed to develop fluency as well as building scientific 
knowledge.  
Let’s look at a practical application with a book you 
may be familiar with, The Pebble in my Pocket by 
Meredith Hooper.  

  This is a narrative 
non-fiction text book 
which follows the 
journey of a single 
pebble from its 
origins 480 million 
years ago to the 
present day. It tells 
the history of the 
earth from a 
geological 
perspective 

following the processes of rock formation and erosion 
that creates new pebbles all over the world. It is a great 
book for Lower Key Stage Two readers and is part of 
Just Imagine’s Take One Book resource. The science 
curriculum for Year Three includes learning about rocks 
which can be linked to aspects of physical geography. 
The Pebble in My Pocket is a book which covers difficult 
concepts using the familiar object of a pebble. Meredith 
Hooper uses metaphor to make the subject matter 
accessible while using terminology which will extend the 
children’s vocabulary. We are going to focus on the part 
of the book which introduces a glacier. Before going any 
further, consider the following question: what is a 
glacier? We could look to a non-fiction book to answer 
this question. The informative Usborne Naturetrail book 
Rocks and Fossils gives a definition it its glossary as: 
A large mass or river of slow-moving ice. 

This definition could pose problems for readers who 
may find the word ‘river’ misleading and who may also 
struggle with the concept of a ‘mass’ of ice. The idea of 
the glacier moving may also be confusing. Let’s explore 
how we can build children’s knowledge of a glacier 
using The Pebble in my Pocket.  
In the section of the book we are focusing on, 
Meredith Hooper uses a mixture of short and long 
sentences and the longer sentences could be challenging 
for younger readers. We use a choral reading technique 
which allows attention to be drawn to prosodic elements 
such as the rise and fall in pitch, patterns of pausing and 
emphasis placed on particular words and syllables.  
First the teacher reads the relevant page aloud so that 
the class can tune in to the style of the text. When the 
teacher reads for a second time the class joins in to read 
the page at the same time. Next the class is divided into 
two groups. Group One stands to read the first sentence 
with the teacher. When the sentence is finished, they sit 
down. The other half of the class will then stand to read 
the next sentence. Reading continues in this way until 
the end of the page is reached. This draws attention to 
the different sentence lengths. The questions are posed:  
Why are some sentences shorter and some longer?  
Which is the longest sentence and which is the 
shortest?  
A different choral reading strategy called Cumulative 
Choral Reading is now applied to the same section of 
text. Cumulative Choral Reading is similar to unison 
choral reading but the class is divided into groups and 
each group only reads the lines assigned. The number of 
readers increases as the text progresses. Colour coding 
is used to show which text is read by which group: 

The session continues with further application and the 
children working in groups to read the next page in the 
book, choosing unison or cumulative choral reading. 
Finally a sentence with the commas deleted is shared 
and the class considers where they should go to 
reinforce the learning that has taken place.  

Feature:  More than information—Deeper Reading, Deeper Knowledge 

The wind blows colder and colder. Snow falls. Blizzards 

blot out the light. The snow packs down, layer on layer. 

Deep underneath the surface snow, the old snow turns into 

clear blue glacier ice. 

  

The glacier starts shifting, moving slowly downhill, grinding 

forward, a monstrous river of ice scraping across the land, 

scouring out valleys, sculpting mountains. The glacier 

picks up and moves everything in its way. It picks up the 

pebble and freezes it deep in its icy blue depths. 

  

The glacier grinds on for thousands and thousands of 

years, roaring and groaning as the ice slides and shifts. Its 

surface is split with shadowy crevasses. 
  



Now that the children are able to read the information 
about a glacier with fluency, we can build on their 
understanding by using drama to explore personification. 
The section used above for developing fluency is read 
aloud again. This time the teacher asks the children to 
close their eyes and build a picture of the glacier, trying 
to imagine that the glacier is a living thing. They are 
asked:  

 

What does the glacier look like?  
Is it kind or cruel?  

 

Pairs describe the glacier to each other. If they find it 
hard to imagine the glacier as a living thing, the teacher 
can model their own thinking. For example: 
I imagine a huge ice monster with powerful arms and 
legs. It is so strong that it can lift anything up and fling 
it wherever it likes.  
Next, pairs work together to highlight the verbs that 
show what the glacier is doing. They are asked:  
Do any of the words or phrases used make it seem as if 
the glacier is a living thing?  
The point can be made that writers sometimes make it 
sound as though objects, places or animals have human 
qualities using personification. Personification makes it 
sound as though the glacier’s actions are intentional.  
The children now sketch their own ice monsters and 
label them with words and phrases that describe them. 
They add the pebble to the sketch. Pairs of children go 
into role as the pebble and the glacier and improvise the 
dialogue that could be taking place. For example: 
 
Glacier: I am the strongest thing here. I will pick up 
anything that is in my way.  
Pebble: Oh no! I can see the terrible ice monster 
coming. I must hide. 
Glacier: Nothing is safe from me. 

 
Re-enacting the scene and 
giving a voice to the glacier and 
pebble will support the 
children’s understanding of 
personification and the ways 
this technique can bring writing 
to life.  
These lessons will have 
hopefully led to a deeper 
understanding of what a glacier 
is. Further challenging texts can 
be read to add to this. One 
excellent example is The 
Pebbles on the Beach by 
Clarence Ellis. Now that the 
children have tackled the text in 
The Pebble in my Pocket, they 
will be able to extend their 
reading repertoire with an 
extract from this challenging 
text: 

Like a gigantic bulldozer, the glaciers and ice sheets 
tore over the land, ripping all obstacles out of their 
way, scraping and scouring the rocks and carrying the 
rock fragments for enormous distances. Many of these 
fragments were frozen into the body of the glacier and 
thus enjoyed a comparatively tranquil journey, but 
others became wedged into the sides and the bottom of 
the glacier. In this position they provided the moving 
ice with a set of teeth with which to tear and score the 
ground. The glacier became a giant file, its rock teeth 
rasping the surface it traversed. 
 
Curiosity and a sense of wonderment at the way the 
world around us works are precious parts of being 
human and as valuable to science as the arts. Fostering 
positive emotional reactions through reading can 
increase interest in science. Readers who are able to 
tackle non-fiction texts with greater fluency and 
confidence will have the tools at their disposal to build 
knowledge. Emotional engagement is at the centre of 
how children think, attend and remember. Emotional 
value is one of the main criteria our brains use to sift 
information. Our brains privilege information 
associated with emotional arousal 
Just Imagine’s Take One Book resource is a flexible, 
literature based framework for teaching English. For 
more information visit: www.takeonebook.org. 
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Just Imagine was established in 2010 by Nikki 

Gamble, a  former teacher, university lecturer and 

writer. Their consultancy works extensively with 

schools in the UK and internationally to develop 

outstanding reading and writing in schools, where 

stories and literature are placed firmly at the heart of 

learning. 

 

Just Imagine seeks to promote excellence in the 

teaching of reading, writing and oracy using high 

quality literature. Visit their website for a wealth of 

ideas and resources: https://justimagine.co.uk/ 
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The magic of reality 

All of which only goes to show that the world 

of children’s literature is still, generally 

speaking, rooted in the concept of fiction and 

fantasy not in the magic of reality. 

Does this matter? I think it does and I think 

so now more than ever. Today, critical 

thinking skills are amongst the most important 

for any young mind to be able to master. The 

advent of the internet and the reality of 

publishing information at the individual level 

to grand audiences whether you’re Donald 

Trump or Kim Kardashian has created a new 

world in which children inevitably and 

understandably flail when it comes to trying to 

discern truth from non-truth. How can we help 

them, when, at every turn, we are faced with 

the dilemma of whether something is fake 

news or whether it is grounded in research, 

evidence and fact? 

I was recently invited to give a talk about my 

Non-fiction books and non-fiction authors 

don’t get quite the same attention when it 

comes to school librarians and teachers as do 

celebrities famous for their fantasy worlds. 

From Robert Louis Stevenson to Enid Blyton 

and Roald Dahl to J. K. Rowling, the fiction 

world is littered with celebrities who are 

rightly accredited with shaping the 

imaginations and childhood memories of 

generations. 

Unfortunately, the lower esteem in which 

non-fiction is still generally held is now more 

dangerous to young people than ever before. 

Over the last 15 years, I must have given more 

than 1,000 lectures in different schools and I 

can’t tell you the number of times the librarian 

or teacher who has kindly invited me has, with 

a gleeful smile beaming, told me that this is 

the first time they’ve ever had a non-fiction 

author and how refreshing and exciting it is. 

Today, critical 

thinking skills 

are amongst 

the most 

important for 

any young 

mind to be 

able to master.  
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Non fiction author and publisher Christopher Lloyd explains why  

non fiction matters today more than ever. 



views on the world of non-fiction at a fabulous summer 

school hosted by Just Imagine, the brainchild of Nikki 

Gamble. Nikki began by laying out the history of non-

fiction books going back more than 100 years, arguing 

how easily non-fiction suffers from the prejudices of the 

time in which it is written and how mindful we must be 

about feeding old texts to young readers. Of course, 

she’s right. Pictures of stone age men hunting for food 

and stereotypes of their ‘wives’ making clothes and 

cleaning stone houses are just as pernicious as any fake 

news beamed out on Twitter by those who should know 

better. But that just makes the need for creating new, 

fresh and well-researched non-fiction titles even more 

important. 

My passion for non-fiction goes back to when I was a 

child. About 95% of all literature I have ever consumed 

has been in the non-fiction category. For me, the real 

world genuinely is more amazing than anything you can 

make up, although I only began to become properly 

conscious of this as I witnessed the development of my 

own children.  

By the age of 8, my older daughter, Matilda, was 

highly precocious. She loved reading and, for her, every 

day was an adventure in itself. Seeing the world through 

a child’s eyes lets you appreciate things as if you were 

witnessing for them for the first time. Surely, that’s one 

of the biggest joys of a life surrounded by young people, 

be they your own family or pupils in school.   

But within a few weeks of changing year groups, her 

whole mood and temper began to change. She didn’t 

want to read. She didn’t want to get up in the morning. 

She wouldn’t get dressed. She didn’t want to go to 

school. Above all else, she was angry. And it was all our 

fault, as her parents, because after all, we were the ones 

forcing these things on her. 

So we did what some parents would naturally do – we 

went to see the teacher. But the teacher looked at 

Matilda’s test scores for reading and numeracy and 

reported back that she was doing very well. There was 

no need for us to fuss.   

The teacher was doing what teachers are charged with 

doing. That is, to get as many pupils in the class through 

the tests as possible. It quickly became obvious how she 

was achieving this. She had divided the class into two 

groups. One that needed her help and the others, who 

were pretty good in maths and reading, who were being 

fed mind-bogglingly boring worksheets just to keep 

them quiet.  I don’t, for a moment, blame the teacher 

because, as I say, this is a strategy designed to get as 

many pupils through the tests as possible – which is her 

job.  But for Matilda it was a catastrophe. Her natural 

love of learning was being snuffed out. Why were we 

sending her to school when there was nothing there for 

her that was of interest?  

What she was actually suffering from, now I look 

back, was the beginning of what I would now 

confidently describe as a brain disease. We take it for 

granted but we shouldn’t. What I mean is more 

commonly called boredom – which is early onset 

depression. It’s a state of mind where the brain is being 

starved of new experiences through the senses. Unable 

to measure, judge, gauge and explore, its relationship 

with the environment becomes diminished and 

impoverished. Eventually it switches off and 

dysfunctions altogether – a condition now widely 

understood to be a disease – depression.  

Imagine a baby that won’t smile or cry or throw food 

on the floor or spit in your face – a baby that seemed to 

be completely disinterested in the world around it. If 

that were to happen, you would, as a parent, rightly go 

to the doctor and say there’s a problem with your baby’s 

brain.  But when children reach the age of 8, 10, 12, 14 

and say they are ‘bored’ (which is to say my brain isn’t 

being stimulated by the world around me and I’m not 

interested) then we tolerate it – usually by saying don’t 

worry, just pass the tests and you’ll be fine! 

So we took Matilda out of the school and, quite 

unexpectedly for us, we joined the bandwagon of home 

educators while we tried to 

find a school that would 

suit Matilda and her quest 

for creative learning. 

My wife and I made a 

classic mistake. We created 

a school room at home. We 

bought a curriculum. We 

had a library, a timetable, a 

syllabus, a clock… we 

thought that within two 

months we could do what it 

would take two years to do 

in a normal school – this 

would be fantastic!. 

These were some of the 

most difficult weeks we 

have ever had. Before long 

Pictures of stone 

age men hunting for 

food and 
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Matilda was complaining that being at home 'was even 

worse than being at school!' In exasperation one day we 

simply said to her, 'Just tell us, what are you interested 

in?' 

And at that moment of crisis, after a pause, Matilda 

told us. 

 

She said she was interested in penguins. 

 

And, as I look back at that moment, I realise the 

arrogance of us adults pretending we know what 

children should learn. How can we parents possibly 

know what the jobs of the next six months are going to 

be, let alone 10, 20, 30 years from now?  

Surely, the primary goal of education is to nurture and 

instil that natural love of learning we are born with – so 

that we can help cultivate students who are eager to 

learn new things and are ready to adapt and change? 

There is no time better to illustrate this need than now. 

Almost everyone is currently re-evaluating their careers 

and need to learn new skills in the light of the pandemic. 

Those who have a mental state of joy at the idea and 

prospect of learning new things will thrive. Those who 

harbour a fear of failure or a loathing for the experience 

of education will fail.  

So we went to London Zoo and we spent a day with 

the penguins. It was fantastic. Matilda then said she 

wanted to do a project on Antarctica because that’s 

where penguins live. She learned that this giant 

continent was once on the equator, 250 million years ago 

when all the landmasses had collided together into a 

giant supercontinent called Pangaea. But now the land 

has shifted, broken up and moved to all corners of the 

earth. We learned about volcanoes and earthquakes, 

plate tectonics and tsunamis. Now that Antarctica is on 

the South Pole it’s frozen over. How could penguins 

possibly survive such extreme temperatures? Of course, 

we found out, they huddle together to keep warm in 

groups. 

We did our maths counting penguins moving from a 

big group to a little group. We did our arithmetic, 

percentages and ratios. Then 

Matilda says to me: ‘Dad, why 

did the penguin leave that big 

group and go to the little 

group?’ – a comment that 

caught me completely off 

guard. ‘Does it matter?’ I 

thought ‘Just do the maths!’  

But she wasn’t doing maths, 

she was doing penguins and 

that’s the point!  

‘Maybe it saw another 

penguin in distress or maybe it 

had an argument and fell out 

with a penguin in its own group 

– I don’t know!’ I quipped. 

Before I knew it, Matilda was 

writing a creative story of her 

own about why the penguin left 

the big group and went to the 

little group.  

Want to find out about ice? It’s amazing because when 

you heat it up it turns into water and when you heat that 

up it disappears – like a magic trick! You can test the 

temperatures to see when this happens. Now we are 

doing our science. Then she wants to find out about 

stories to do with ice. We learn about the ship that left 

Southampton in 1912. Its designers said it would never 

sink so they didn’t put enough lifeboats on board.  

We discuss arrogance – it’s so easy for an eight-year-

old to understand the concept of arrogance in the 

context of a non-fiction narrative – as is the concept of 

irony when the ship strikes an iceberg on its maiden 

voyage and 1,523 people die. Then she wants to do 

poems about penguins and dance like a penguin! 

I realised that all the life skills you might want your 

eight-year-old child to learn and develop can be 

understood through studying penguins.  The fact is they 

can be learned through anything. But it only works if 

you connect knowledge together and ask an individual 

child what it is they are interested in – and that is the 

magic of non-fiction at its core.   

Human brains are not divided into separate subjects 

with a bit of maths on the left and literacy on the right 

with chemistry in the middle and biology somewhere 

down the stem. Ask any neuroscientist and they’ll tell 

you that the brain is the most beautifully interconnected 

mass of neurons known to the universe. The idea of 

chopping knowledge up into different subjects is fiction 

not non-fiction. It’s a Victorian construct from which 

we have never recovered.  

Restoring a non-fiction perspective in education 

means that connecting knowledge back together is one 

of the primary functions of a non-fiction writer. We 

must present reality as it really is. Only then can the 

potential for truth and fact emerge. Objectivity emerges 

Su r e l y,  t h e 

primary goal of 
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that natural love 

of learning we 

are born with – 
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from linking information together, not chopping it up 

into bits. 

That’s why I have dedicated the last 15 years of my 

life trying to create resources that connect knowledge 

together. Be they books like What on Earth Happened? 

(Bloomsbury 2008)  or the fold-out timeline series of 

Wallbooks that cover Big History, Nature, Science, 

Sport, Shakespeare and British History, In 2018, I tried 

to present knowledge in an interconnected narrative for a 

younger audience with the launch of Absolutely 

Everything! (written and audiobook editions). The story 

begins at the beginning of time and ends with Covid 19, 

in 15 chapters and can be read by anyone aged 8 to 108.  

My latest effort has been to edit the first Britannica 

children’s encyclopaedia to be published for a  

generation. Of course, no one buys encyclopaedias these 

days to look information up from A-Z. The world of 

online information has gazumped this traditional pursuit. 

Instead, this encyclopaedia is divided into eight chapters 

that take you on an epic journey: Space, Earth, Matter 

and Life cover natural history while Humans, Ancient 

History, Modern History and Today’s World cover 

human history. Every spread is packed with facts, 

narratives and information from experts that lie behind 

every page.  

And that’s another huge responsibility and opportunity 

for the world of non-fiction writing. To expose those 

experts who have dedicated their lives to trying to find 

the answers to some of the most intractable questions in 

the universe. We call them ‘known unknowns’ because 

the answer to every question is really the waypoint on a 

journey of curiosity. In fact the Encyclopaedia’s sub-title 

is What We Know and What We Don’t.   

Non-fiction writing today is about acknowledging that 

answers inevitably spawn myriad more questions – all of 

which lie in wait to be researched and answered. The 

pursuit of non-fiction is a mirror of the brain itself. 

Every answer helps us discover a new perspective, a 

new connection, and the opportunity for knitting new 

concepts together emerges in ways they have never done  

before. Just like it does when we explore the world 

around us with our senses. 

Children today are faced with too 

many pressures from an adult 

wor ld  t h a t  i s  f r ac t u red , 

dysfunctional and overwhelmed 

with changing lifestyles and 

challenges to traditional ways of 

l i fe .  Thi s  has  i ncreased 

exponentially since 9/11, the 

economic crash of 2008, the rise of 

the Internet, the availability of 

pornography,  the world of fake 

news,  the recent pandemic and – 

to top them all – the climate crisis 

that will inevitably lead to a 

completely different world for generations to come. All 

these require us to dig deep into our capacity for being 

adaptable. 

Adaptability drove human evolution in the ice ages 

when the climate was gyrating between hot and cold. 

That’s when our ancestors discovered how to light and 

control fire allowing them to inhabit parts of the globe 

that would otherwise have been inaccessible. The same 

spirit of being adaptable is key to our children in the 

future. To succeed, they need these two things: the 

critical thinking ability to approximate reality in their 

brains as best as possible through research by the taking 

up of different points of view, and a craving to discover 

the truth about new things. Together this will feed a 

lifelong love of learning that will fuel adaptability to 

survive as economies change. A deep love of learning 

isn’t just vital for society, 

it’s also key to our 

individual well-being – 

as we discovered with 

Matilda, aged eight, 

when she developed that 

brain disease called 

boredom. 

Excuse me, then, if I 

continue to beat the drum for teachers, parents and 

librarians to promote and champion the world of non-

fiction in children’s literature until it has at least the 

same priority and respect as the world of fiction. 

Although I accept we shouldn’t ever completely 

separate these two. When George Orwell wrote his 

famous book, 1984, just after the Second World War, he 

created one of the most vivid and powerful fictional 

stories through a narrative paradigm rooted in fear and 

reality. 

Humans are a storytelling species. That’s how we 

make sense of the world from cradle to grave. A glass of 

water that looks dirty and is smeared with mud tells me 

that this liquid isn’t fit to drink. How mundane, you 

might think! But that’s the brilliance of our brains, 

discerning what they need to know to survive in a world 

of change. Narrative non-fiction is hard-wired into our 

DNA. We live in a world where nothing is ordinary, 

everything is magic! That’s the simple truth I hold dear 

when I wake up each morning and think to myself: 

‘Yes! I survived another night! What wonderful stories 

lie in store for me to discover today…?’ 

 

Narrative non-

fiction is hard-

wired into our 

DNA. We live 

in a world 

where nothing 

is ordinary, 

everything is 

magic!  

Feature:  The magic of reality 
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Christopher Lloyd is founder and 

CEO of What on Earth Publishing, a 

UK and US-based children non-

fiction publishing house with two 

imprints: What on Earth Books and 

Britannica Books. See: 

www.whatonearthbooks.com and 

www.books.britannica.com.  

You can contact him at: 

chris@whatonearthbooks.com  



Feature:  Neglected non fiction? 

Herts for Learning adviser, Penny Slater, presents her analysis of the 

KS2 reading tests and urges teachers to reflect on their use of non fiction 

texts in the classroom. 

bumblebeeconservation.org/images/uploads/ 

Resources/BBCT_Bumblebee_Factsheet.pdf.) 

Within this text, the children were presented 

with a fairly standard pseudo-persuasive text 

outlining the role of bumblebees in nature and 

why the human race depends upon them, as 

well as information about bumblebees and 

guidance on how we can help to protect the 

species. 

Although outwardly the texts look quite 

different, on closer inspection they were 

remarkably similar in many aspects, including: 

Lexile measure (both scored between 1000-

1100L); percentage of 1& 2 clause sentences 

(72% vs 73%); percentage of 3+ clause 

sentences (26% vs 27%); longest sentence 

(both 35 words); words 

containing 2+ syllables (38% 

in both texts). There was a 

minor difference in the average 

sentence length, with the 

Bumblebee text clocking up an 

average of 15 words per 

sentence, and the swimming 

text exceeding this with an 

Looking back through the post-2016 SATs 

archives, we now have two test papers where a 

non-fiction piece was presented in position 

two, e.g. the second text in the test paper. 

In 2017, the children were presented with 

Swimming the English Channel. This text 

comes from an unknown origin (although the 

images are attributed to various sources, the 

text is not attributed to a specific source or 

author) and comprised of: a biographical piece 

about the first successful Channel swimmer; a 

relatively informal ‘question and answer’ 

piece; a short summary of David Walliams’ 

charity swimming escapades and a brief 

information section on the dangers of 

swimming the channel. 

In 2019, the second 

position was occupied 

by a ‘Fact Sheet: About 

Bumblebees’ – a piece 

adapted from an 

original publication by 

t h e  B u m b l e b e e 

Conservation Trust  

(Adapted from http://

Despite the 

c ompa r a b l e 

nature of the 

texts (with the 

swimming text 

perhaps being 

arguably a 

little trickier in 

some aspects), 

c h i l d r e n 

p e r f o r m e d 

considerably 

worse on the 

2019 non-

fiction text, 

than the 2017 

n o n - f i c t i o n 

text. 

Neglected 
non fiction? 
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Feature:  Neglected non fiction? 

average of 18 words per sentence. In this respect, we 

may consider the swimming text to have been a tad 

trickier. 

None of this then explains the 7% drop in national 

correct response rates between the 2017 and 2019 non-

fiction texts (2017 average correct response for the non-

fiction text = 74.3%; 2019 average correct response rate 

for the non-fiction text = 67.3%). 

In essence, despite the comparable nature of the texts 

(with the swimming text perhaps being arguably a little 

trickier in some aspects), children performed 

considerably worse on the 2019 non-fiction text, than the 

2017 non-fiction text. 

Interestingly, this drop was not mirrored in the fiction 

texts. At a national level, children appeared to improve 

their reading of fiction between 2017-2019 (the average 

correct response rate for questions pertaining to the first 

text in 2017 – Gaby to the Rescue – was 76.3%, while 

the correct response rate for questions pertaining to the 

first text in 2019 – The Park – was 81%. This equates to 

4.7% increase). 

How can this ‘bee’? (excuse the pun!) 

Again, the answer is not clear. Indeed, the reasons will 

be manifold. Perhaps the questions were harder in 2019? 

Perhaps the mark scheme was more pedantic (I know 

there has been some debate regarding this point). It is 

reasonable to assume that both of these points play a 

role; however, I would argue that there must be more 

factors at play to yield such a decline in text-specific 

reading scores than can be attributed to these singular 

causes. 

I would urge teachers to reflect once again on their 

own practice; after all, this is the only thing that we as 

teachers have real control over. Certainly, I would urge 

teachers to consider the balance of fiction/non-fiction 

reading that they focus on with their children this year. 

My regular classroom trips suggest that, over the last 

few years, there has been an increasingly 

disproportionate push towards fiction, rather than non-

fiction discussion and analysis in the classroom. You 

may disagree. In truth, I only tend to have the privilege 

of joining English lessons. Some may argue that recent 

years have seen a drive for non-fiction reading to feature 

more within other curriculum subjects, rather than 

specifically in English lessons, meaning that through my 

limited experience, I have gained a skewed impression 

of the balance. 

If, through reflection, you conclude that non-fiction 

has had very limited time in the limelight this year, then 

this scenario is perhaps not surprising. In recent years, 

the waters surrounding best-practice for teaching of non-

fiction reading and writing have become muddied, to 

say the least. The old routines for teaching text types 

(e.g. instructional writing, reports, recounts, 

explanations etc) have been questioned, and as a result, 

some teachers may have felt the need to abandon old 

practices before they have had a chance to consider the 

practices and approaches that will take their place. In 

addition, there is the age-old problem of text 

availability. Finding good models to support reading 

and writing of non-fiction pieces has always been a 

challenge. And now, with the abundance of amazing 

fiction that is available to tempt us, perhaps we are 

drawn more towards building our units around fiction 

texts than non-fiction texts? Even when there are great 

texts available (and believe me, the non-fiction market 

is flourishing) perhaps teachers feel less confident in 

identifying an appropriately pitched non-fiction piece 

than they do a fiction text? There may be further reasons 

… my purpose here is to prompt colleagues into 

reflecting on this point, and to urge them to consider 

strengths, challenges and areas for development within 

their own practice. 

Even when non-fiction is a feature of the reading 

repertoire, a further line of enquiry could be to ask how 

confident teachers are in using appropriate pedagogy to 

support children in entering the world of non-fiction? 

One of the most powerful strategies that we have 

encountered in recent years to allow pupils to access the 

meaning of texts is echo reading. Echo reading works 

when the children are invited to echo back a text that 

has been read by an expert reader (i.e. the teacher), who 

has modelled the appropriate prosody, thus allowing the 

meaning of the text to be made clear. This reflection 

brings me back to the questions asked in this blog: 

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

analysis-2019-ks2-reading-sats-part-3  

 How often to pupils hear the teacher modelling expert 

prosody when reading aloud a non-fiction piece? 

Do teachers – like many children – reserve their 

‘performance reading voice’ for fiction, as opposed to 

non-fiction texts? 

Although these questions won’t provide all the 

answers, they may well help teachers to start reflecting 

on their practices so that going forwards, fiction and 

non-fiction texts find themselves on an equal footing 

once again. 

Finding good models to support reading 

and writing of non-fiction pieces has 

always been a challenge. 

Penny Slater has a wealth of experience 

teaching and leading English provision 

in schools. Penny is currently the Deputy 

Lead Adviser for the Primary English 

team at Herts for Learning. She is also 

the lead adviser for HfL’s highly 

successful Reading Fluency project.  
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Primary English blogs page and is reproduced here in article format with 

kind permission. https://www.hertsforlearning.co.uk 
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Feature:  Supporting children’s mental health post pandemic 

School closures have been one of the biggest 

disruptions caused by the coronavirus pandemic, and for 

most children lockdown has meant a loss of routine, 

structure, friendship, opportunity and freedom. Some 

may even have lost family members.  

Prof. Barry Carpenter CBE and teachers Alison 

Erskine and Jenny Hawkes recognised that now schools 

have reopened,  supporting children to settle back into 

their daily school routine after such a long break and so 

much change will be a top priority for all teaching staff 

and parents. 

In response, together with more than 50 primary school 

children – mainstream and SEN – and artist Charlotte 

Firmin, they developed Lenny and Lily in Lockdown 

and Lenny and Lily Return to School. These free 

wordless picture stories are specially designed to help 

children make sense of their experiences since lockdown 

began, communicate their feelings and prepare for more 

change as they head back to the classroom. 

‘Children have had their world turned upside down by 

the pandemic; many are angry and confused, carrying 

lots of unprocessed information. These books will offer 

opportunities for children to recall those experiences, 

and, in so doing, tell ‘their’ story. The books make a 

unique contribution to the Recovery Curriculum of any 

school, and to its overall curriculum work in Social, 

Emotional and Mental Health.’ – Prof. Barry Carpenter 

CBE 

‘Following ‘lockdown’, with children now returning to 

their schools, teachers know that every child in their 

classes will need time to talk. Each child’s experiences 

will need to be shared and acknowledged. These 

wordless stories are a unique way to help children recall 

and tell their own story of lockdown and to talk about 

their emotions and feelings as they return to school and 

begin their journey of recovery.’ – Jenny Hawkes, 

Assistant Head, Whitfield Aspen School 

‘The strength of these wordless stories is the ease at 

which they can be used with all primary aged children. 

They can be used to stimulate a whole class discussion, 

as a small group activity or with an individual child. 

Lenny and Lily’s experiences are a prompt for all 

children to tell their own stories, regardless of their 

communication abilities. Adults are able to listen, 

acknowledge and reassure the children, helping them 

articulate what they are feeling and make sense of what 

is happening as they return to school.’ – Ali Erskine; 

Head of School for KS1, Whitfield Aspen School 

As the latest additions to the award-winning Books 

Beyond Words series, the stories are ideal to help 

teaching staff open up conversations with pupils about 

the things they’ve experienced and the emotions they’ve 

felt over the past few months. They will also be useful 

for parents to read with children so they can discuss any 

anxieties around returning to school and provide 

reassurance. 

Beyond Words Founder and Editor, Prof.  Baroness 

Sheila Hollins says that the need for more books which 

help primary school children to explore their feelings 

became apparent during a two year project using existing 

books in the series in schools across the country. 

Both stories are available to download for free from: 

www.booksbeyondwords.co.uk/lenny-and-lily-childrens-

stories.  

About Beyond Words 
Beyond Words is a charity founded by Prof. Baroness 

Sheila Hollins that produces books, eBooks and the BW 

Story App to support people who find pictures easier to 

understand than words. 

Books Beyond Words use pictures to tell stories that 

engage and empower people, on themes such as love and 

relationships, health, death and dying, employment and 

even crime. The books explore feelings and relationships 

as well as giving information. Every book is tested with 

at least 50 people to ensure it is easy to understand. 

The books are also a tool for professionals to use with 

people in many different teaching, activity and 

counselling situations. As well as a story told in pictures, 

each Beyond Words title has written information, 

guidelines and resources for readers, families, supporters 

and professionals. E-learning modules in how to use the 

books to best effect are offered via the Beyond Words 

website. 

See www.booksbeyondwords.co.uk for further 

information. 

Supporting 
children’s  
mental health 
post-pandemic 
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Feature:  Transforming learning across the curriculum 

Julia Strong explains how the Talk for Writing approach lays the 

foundations for talking your way to an understanding of any subject. 

This is the focus of Pie Corbett and Julia’s latest book Transforming 

learning across the curriculum released in September 2020. 

how to help children internalise a model text: 

‘Once upon a time, there was a boy called 

Charlie who lived in a big, big city …’.  

 I suddenly thought that this was a gloriously 

simple solution that could make language 

across the curriculum meaningful. The very 

simplicity of talking the text could enable any 

learner of any age or level of attainment to 

familiarise themselves with the tune of 

whatever subject they were learning, not just 

the tune of storytelling. The tune of a subject 

is its underpinning generic phrasing and 

technical vocabulary (academics sometimes 

refer to this as disciplinary literacy).   

This is the key that unlocks the door to 

language across the curriculum: the key to 

helping all children make progress; the key to 

closing the learning gap. 

 

Flashback 45 years to 1975, and Language 

for Life (aka The Bullock Report) told primary 

and secondary schools in England to develop a 

policy for language across the curriculum. In 

theory, it sounded all very constructive. It was 

hoped it would help solve the great divide in 

our education system which, sadly, is a perfect 

illustration of the Matthew Effect: poverty is 

linked to slow language development; the 

linguistically rich get richer, the linguistically 

poor, poorer. The divide grows and grows. 

Research released in August 2020 suggests 

that the literacy gap was widening even before 

it was exacerbated by Covid 19. 

Creating a meaningful approach to language 

across the curriculum in practice has proved to 

be as elusive as closing the learning gap. This 

unsolved problem haunted me until, in 2005, I 

watched Pie Corbett involve his audience in 

This is the key 

that unlocks 

the door to 

language 

across the 

curriculum: 

the key to 

helping all 

children make 

progress; the 

key to closing 

the learning 

gap. 

Transforming learning 
across the curriculum 
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And so, from that moment on, Pie and I have worked 

together on developing the Talk for Writing (TfW) 

approach not just in English lessons in primary schools, 

but in all subjects and for all ages.  

Just look at the graph of the combined results of the 

TfW primary training schools, illustrated here, compared 

with the national average results. The results in maths, 

reading and writing are impressive. This is even more 

remarkable when remembering that the intakes of most 

of the TfW schools are very challenging. Something is 

happening to enable the very children who are often 

doomed by the poverty-related, postcode lottery that has 

haunted this year’s exam results to shine through and 

develop their full potential. 

Transforming learning across the curriculum tells 

the story of how this was achieved by taking the reader 

through how to adapt the TfW approach to suit the needs 

of any subject area for any age group. (Readers not 

familiar with the approach in English can find out all 

about it at talk4writing.com.) We initially concentrated 

on how to write creative English and then further 

developed the approach to embrace non-fiction within 

English.  For English, the process usually focuses on 

expression, particularly through internalising the tune of 

a model text and analysing its structure and language 

features.  

In any other subject, expression is still important but, 

without an understanding of content, there is nothing to 

express in science, history, maths, etc.  Therefore, the 

process has been adapted to suit the needs of the 

content-based subjects. Here you can see that the content 

of any subject can be warmed up by focusing on its 

vocabulary, key phrases and concepts, alongside text 

mapping it, acting it out and, most powerfully of all, 

explaining it to others – all ingredients of the TfW 

process. In such a manner, pupils talk their way to an 

understanding of the content of subjects before 

internalising a model text or process to help them write 

or perform in the appropriate tune of the subject. In 

effect, they can talk like a mathematician, a scientist, a 

historian … 

The opening chapters of the book take you through 

this process, including how to ensure that you get the 

model text right, alongside the centrality of focusing on 

the technical vocabulary that underpins the content and 

the linking phrases that will help the pupils express their 

ideas coherently. It explains how to ensure that 

understanding is co-constructed so the learner can 

explain what they have learnt clearly. This is followed 

by a wide range of chapters written by teachers showing 

you how the approach works in practice. The book is 

accompanied by over 60 online videos plus teacher’s 

notes to support schools in using the material for staff 

training.  

Feature:  Transforming learning across the curriculum 



Though the focus is on upper KS2 and secondary, there 

are lots of references to KS1 and some film clips from 

KS1 too – so it is easy to see how the approach can be 

developed right through primary school. 

Some of you will already be familiar with the work of 

TfW teacher and trainer Jamie Thomas because of the 

free greater-depth TfW units he wrote to support 

schools, children and their parents during lockdown, 

along with his blog based on the lessons he did at home 

with his children (www.jamiethomasconsulting.com/

blog). Jamie has contributed a chapter to the book called 

Transforming creative writing in primary schools which 

outlines a unit of work including two model texts and a 

whole range of related short-burst writing, drama, toolkit 

and grammar activities to build pupil skills.  

It takes the reader step-by-step through how greater 

depth writing can be achieved. 

Anyone who has been to a Talk for Reading 

conference will know the quality of the work of Tracey 

Adams from St Matthew’s Primary in Birmingham. The 

online resources accompanying the book include two 

film clips of Tracey plus a fascinating chapter by her 

explaining how she has adapted the TfW approach to 

suit the demands of maths. These paragraphs from her 

chapter give you an idea of the wealth of practical ideas 

within the book: 

‘Integrating the pedagogy behind Talk for Writing into 

the way we teach mathematics has had a great impact 

on our children’s ability to think and work 

mathematically, as it is a chance to encounter 

mathematical concepts and procedures through a 

successful strategy that they are very familiar with. 

Prior to this joined up way of thinking, teachers did not 

have a clear understanding of what children were able 

to do within a specific area of maths. This meant we 

needed a way to assess what children were bringing to 

the table and what they were able to do after a unit of 

work had been taught. The cold-to-hot-task process 

helped to bring real clarity to the data teachers had 

before beginning to teach and gave them the knowledge 

needed to develop connections as the teaching 

continued… 

We had seen the way that unpicking particular aspects 

of writing, through boxing up and co-constructing 

toolkits, had a powerful impact on writing, and we 

wanted to apply this to maths. It gives children a chance 

to see a teacher model a particular procedure: then we 

are able to unpick how this was achieved and identify 

the steps we need to take and the related tools we need 

to use to resolve a mathematical problem and achieve an 

accurate answer … 

’The big concepts which teachers are trying to explore 

with children can be greatly enhanced by embedding 

them within the pedagogy of Talk for Writing. It 

supports the teacher in breaking down the learning into 

small chunks of teaching, with quality modelling and 

models at the core of developing children’s 

understanding and application. It enables both the 

teacher and child to co-construct how to box up 

structure and create toolkits of key ingredients, which 

can then lead to independent application. It is a brilliant 

tool for promoting quality dialogic talk within 

mathematics and, with thought, can be used as a vehicle 

for writing in maths, as children’s subject knowledge is 

so secure, they can create their own texts from a place 

of real confidence.’ 

The book also contains inspiring chapters from 

primary teachers on how to apply the approach to 

science, history, RE and art along with online video 

clips to demonstrate the approach in action, including a 

PE teacher with a Y3 class showing how moving from 

imitation to innovation to independent application 

underpins good practice in PE. All the teachers 

comment on how having one underpinning pedagogy 

helps the children transfer their learning from one 

subject to another, and helps get rid of the blank-page 

syndrome. Now they know how to begin: they know 

how to plan and link their ideas and express themselves 

appropriately. 

A chapter from Selby Community Primary School 

demonstrates how a year 5 class, by the end of the unit, 

automatically started their dissection of any history 

source with the key questions: 

What is it? 

What does it tell us? 

What does it not tell us? 

As a result, the children showed huge improvements 

not only in their writing attainment, the structure of their 

work and subject-specific vocabulary, but also in their 

grasp of what it is to think and write like a historian. 

And this, of course, has raised the children’s confidence 

as well as their interest in history, as these comments 

reflect: 

•‘I found it so much easier to write about the sources 

when we had the stems to help us organise what we 

could see and what we couldn’t see. I also became 

really involved in thinking about the lives of others in 

different times in history.’ – Olivia. 

•‘I loved this unit because, even though I enjoy history 

anyway, this helped me look at sources and bias in a 

whole new way. It made me question whether we can 

really trust sources that we study. It became easier as 
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we looked at more sources too because I knew how to 

look at them.’ – Joe. 

•‘I feel so much more confident with my historical 

vocabulary now like, chronological, bias, primary and 

secondary sources. I feel like if I had to do a task like this 

again, I would know exactly how to tackle it. My hot task 

was so much better than my cold task, so I feel really 

proud about that too.’ – Sofie 

Most of the children attending Yew Tree Community 

Primary in Birmingham have English as an additional 

language, but the way TfW underpins learning across the 

curriculum means that the children learn to speak 

confidently across the curriculum. The chapter on 

science from Yew Tree explains that: 

‘The key aspect of our science curriculum is to build up 

the children’s skill in scientific investigation. The enquiry 

game is key to developing the children’s understanding. 

This is a very quick-paced introduction at the start of 

every session in which pupils identify the 7 key enquiry 

types, and link these to actions. A quick memory game 

ensures children know the enquiry type and can give an 

example of how it is used. This kinaesthetic approach 

supports our pupils in using the key scientific vocabulary 

of enquiry. The image here shows the actions that pupils 

have internalised from Y1-Y6.’  

It is impossible not to be charmed by the video clip that 

shows a Y1 class from the school internalising technical 

vocabulary relating to invertebrates. Such an approach 

boosts the children’s understanding as well as their 

interest in science so that, by Y6, Awaal could use the 

text map here to explain his understanding clearly. He 

could talk like a scientist: 

‘After conducting an investigation, based on the 

hypothesis that the plant that bears the fruit with the 

greatest mass will have the strongest tendrils, it is my 

conclusion that the pumpkin had the strongest tendrils as 

I predicted correctly. To support this, please refer to the 

table above which shows clearly that the pumpkin plant 

held a mass equal to 1kg.   

However, if you compare this to mass held by the tendrils 

of pea plant, you will see 

that it only held a mass of 

300g. A possible reason 

for this is that the pea 

produces very light pods 

and therefore has not 

evolved to withhold 

greater weights. 

‘In order to check the 

accuracy of my hypothesis, 

I  wi l l  repeat  the 

investigation with three 

different plants that differ 

in the mass of the food they 

produce.’   

Oral explanation by Awaal, Y6 

 

The chapter from Briar Hill outlining how the 

approach has revolutionised the quality of teaching and 

learning in art may surprise some teachers who, 

perhaps, think that the process isn’t relevant in practical 

subjects. But, again, art is based on the key stages that 

underpin learning, as the paintings below by a Y5 pupil 

demonstrate. This unit on Theo van Doesburg began 

with pupils concentrating on learning some of the skills 

that underpin the artist’s work, just as an English unit 

may begin with short-burst writing to begin to hone the 

skills that the pupils will develop across the unit. The 

children then put the skills into practice, first by 

imitating a Doesburg painting, then innovating on it 

and, finally, using the skills they had learnt to create 

their own independent painting.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter explains how the school has structured its 

art curriculum around two art units per year, per class, 

to give the children the opportunity to develop their 

understanding of art and artists alongside developing 

their own artistic skills. As a result, the school has been 

awarded the nationally recognised Artsmark, Gold 

Status, for the quality of its art teaching. Most 

importantly, the children and their teachers now love 
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their art. These comments from teachers at the school 

speak for themselves: 

•‘It has helped me really understand how to teach 

progression in art and teach in a way that supports all 

children to reach their full potential.’ – Hollie Tranter, 

Year 2 teacher  

•‘This way of teaching art is so powerful. Children as 

young as 8 years old are given the scaffolds to be able to 

analyse famous pieces of art like Salvador Dali’s 

Galatea of the Spheres – it’s astonishing!’ – Laura 

Allen, Arts Lead and Year 3 teacher  

•‘Talk for Writing in art has revolutionised the way I 

teach art! It gives the children a richer and more 

meaningful experience of art. From the ‘3 Is’, to the 

children’s outcomes, to the models and boxing up of art 

analysis, art Talk for Writing style covers it all when 

planning deep, rich and meaningful art lessons.’ – Katie 

Cross, Year 5 teacher & Assistant Headteacher. 

Sadly, there has long been a divide in England, and 

perhaps across the whole of the UK, between the work 

of primary schools and secondary schools. But we have 

found, not surprisingly, that the sectors can learn so 

much from each other. Secondary school English 

teachers have told us that the work they see in Year 6 in 

Talk for Writing primary schools sometimes outshines 

the work their Year 11s achieve. One grammar school 

English teacher commented, interestingly, that she felt 

they were just asking the students to write rather than 

teaching them how to write. The Talk for Writing 

approach enables pupils to 

build up their skills in any 

subject step by step. 

  We feel confident that subject 

teachers in secondary schools 

will find the chapters from 

primary subject specialists 

useful, just as we are sure that 

primary school teachers will 

find much that they can adapt 

from the chapters written by 

secondary teachers. Anyone 

looking at the film clip of Year 

9 pupils from Slough and Eton 

confidently text mapping the 

content of complex scientific 

text will see how the approach 

could be adapted to help pupils 

remember content and engage 

with its meaning in any 

subject.  

You may think that an explanation on how an A-level 

philosophy teacher has used the approach to co-

construct understanding of the ideas of Plato and 

Aristotle isn’t relevant to a primary teacher, but this 

work was inspired by work on the Fire of London, 

which was originally done for primary children. The 

underpinning process is simple and effective; the 

complexity of the text being accessed can be altered to 

suit the needs of any class. If anyone on your staff 

thinks Talk for Writing just suits KS1, a glance at the 

chapters from secondary teachers should cure that. In 

the words of history teacher Stu Gray from The John of 

Gaunt School in Trowbridge:  

‘Text mapping is both really fun and really powerful: it 

bridges the gap between vocabulary and understanding. 

You can’t begin to draw an image to represent the 

meaning of a word or phrase without understanding 

what the word means, and the picture stays in your 

mind, but you can write it down without any 

understanding. It’s a great way of underpinning 

understanding and increasing retention. It’s been 

brilliant and makes it a pleasure to teach, so I hope 

what I’ve written helps to explain the beauty of Talk for 

Writing.’   

Hopefully, teachers will find the book as inspiring as 

these endorsements suggest:  

‘Who’d have thought Talk for Writing could make such 

a difference to maths, PE and science? Packed with 

riches, the powerful TfW approach is applied in this 

book to the entire curriculum by the experts Pie and 

Julia, with outstanding results. You will find everything 

you need to be transformative in developing students’ 

language acquisition and confidence in writing, no 

matter what the subject. Detailed rationale, links with 

cognitive science, endless practical examples across the 

upper primary and secondary curriculum and 

exemplary chapters written by teachers: get started!’ 

Shirley Clarke, Formative Assessment Expert  

‘In Transforming Learning Across the Curriculum, Pie 

Corbett and Julia Strong offer a compelling and 

eminently practical approach to mobilising effective 

writing in the classroom. This book is packed full of 

useable strategies, whether it is for English or maths, or 

in primary or secondary school classrooms. A wealth of 

interesting school case studies bring alive the thorough, 

step-by-step ‘Talk for Writing’ approach for the 

teacher-reader. Highly recommended!’  

Alex Quigley, National Content Manager, Education 

Endowment Foundation (EEF)  

 

You may think that 
an explanation on 
how an A-level 
philosophy teacher 
has used the 
approach to co-
construct 
understanding of 
the ideas of Plato 
and Aristotle isn’t 
relevant to a 
primary teacher, 
but this work was 
inspired by work 
on the Fire of 
London, which was 
originally done for 
primary children.  
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Transforming learning across the curriculum can help 

every school to develop a practical and meaningful 

approach to language across the curriculum. This, in 

turn, should raise standards across the curriculum for all 

our children and wipe out the inequalities of the 

postcode lottery. The final words should be Pie’s. In his 

foreword to the book he wrote: 

‘If we are to transform the life opportunities of 

every child, then teaching subjects through this 

approach is vital. After about half a century, we 

now know what language across the curriculum 

looks like and how to use it to raise standards. The 

aim of this work is about whole school 

transformation and, therefore, the transformation 

of students’ lives.’ 

42 NATE Primary Matters Autumn 2020 

Feature:  Transforming learning across the curriculum 

Talk for Writing training – Online or in school 
 

Training we offer: 

• Introduction to Fiction Writing 
• Introduction to Non--fiction Writing 
• Talk for Reading 
• Teaching Reading through Talk for Reading 
• Teaching Grammar and Spelling 
• Independent Application and Invention 
• Greater Depth in Reading and Writing 
• Talk for Writing in EYFS 
• Talk for Writing in KS1 
• Talk for Writing in KS2 
• Secondary Level 

https://www.talk4writing.com 

Talk for Writing in the Early Years (Open University Press, 2016 & 2020)  

Talk for Writing Across the Curriculum (Open University Press, 2011, 2017 & 2020 )  

Jumpstart! Grammar (David Fulton, 2014 & 2016)  

Creating Storytellers and Writers (Talk for Writing, 2017, 2018 & 2020)  

Transforming Learning Across the Curriculum (Talk for Writing, 2020) 

Julia Strong is a former English 

teacher, deputy headteacher and  

Deputy Director of the National  

Literacy Trust. She is an outstanding 

trainer for secondary schools, and is 

also the author of a number of best-

selling books including the English 

Frameworking series, Literacy Across 

the Curriculum and Talk for Writing 

Across the Secondary Curriculum.  

Pie Corbett is an inspirational trainer, 

poet, author and editor of over 250 

books. A former teacher, headteacher, 

lecturer and English inspector, Pie is 

famous in the education world for the 

transformational Talk for Writing  

approach. He has been working with 

Julia Strong on developing this  

approach since 2005. Pie and Julia 

have co-authored the following books:  

Available from the Talk for Writing bookshop: 

https://www.talkforwritingshop.com/ 



Feature: The seesaw of interpretation 

thoughts, have been critiqued and developed 

into a group interpretation and now face the 

consideration of the whole class. The Let’s 

Think in English teacher tries to ensure the 

feedback from the group is representative of 

the previous discussions rather than looping 

back to initial ideas by encouraging the use 

of: ‘We said …’ rather than the more 

typically response of: ‘ I think …’.  

Having listened carefully to the group 

discussions, the teacher may select groups 

with opposing interpretations to share their 

thoughts when taking feedback.  Rather than 

defend their own position on the text, pupils 

might be invited to explore the alternative: 

‘Why might someone argue …?’ Being 

aware of multiple interpretations and 

considering how they chime or differ from 

your own point of view leads to a more 

developed reading of texts.  Furthermore, the 

teacher may air individual viewpoints they 

overheard during the group work that they 

know will progress the discussion.  

Review the whole class feedback following 

the group discussions on The Giving Tree. 

 

Their 

interpretations 

have evolved 

from their first 

thoughts, have 

been critiqued 

and developed 

into a group 

interpretation and 

now face the 

consideration of 

the whole class.  

The seesaw of interpretation: 
further development through whole  

class feedback 

In the final part of this two-part article, Michael Walsh considers how 

the interactions explored in Part 1 have prepared pupils for the wider 

forum of whole class feedback and interpretation. 
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In Part 1 of this article, published in 

Summer 2020, Michael Walsh summarised 

the Let’s Think in English approach to 

developing higher order reading skills 

through group discussion and sharing views, 

led by the teacher. This method is examined 

further in Part 2, with the focus shifting from 

teacher-led debate to peer-to-peer 

conferences and whole class feedback. 

Group feedback  

When pupils feed back from their groups, 

it triggers further social construction and 

pupil to pupil interaction. In each cycle of 

whole class feedback, pupil-to-pupil 

interactions and teacher mediations merge 

together to ensure a robust class 

interpretation or indeed multiple 

interpretations. In the whole class feedback, 

each individual group’s ideas are exposed to 

another stage of critical evaluation as they 

are shared with the wider forum of the whole 

class. The challenge for the group is to 

present the interpretation they developed 

together in a convincing way. Their 

interpretations have evolved from their first 
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 Teacher takes whole class feedback from a 

range of pupils. Descriptions of the tree 

include ‘loveable’, ‘helpful’, ‘supportive’. 

The teacher encourages pupils to support 

their descriptions with evidence and 

justifications from the text. The transcript 

recommences with feedback as PUPIL D 

discusses the boy. 

PUPIL D: For the boy we said weird, as he decides to play with 

a tree. We don’t normally play with trees. We play with friends. 

Teacher: Who thinks it’s weird? Hands up if you think it is 

weird. (The majority of pupils agree) 

PUPIL D: It’s weird as it’s in his imagination. 

Teacher: Why is it in his imagination? How do you know? 

PUPIL D: Well a tree … a tree can’t do these things. It can’t 

speak and play. 

Teacher: Hands up if you agree this is in his imagination. (Again 

most of the class raise their hands) 

Teacher selects a pupil who doesn’t agree. 

Teacher: PUPIL A why not? 

PUPIL A: Maybe he’s just a loner and has no other friends. 

Teacher: What about PUPIL D’s point it’s weird? How is it 

weird? PUPIL B what do you think? (PUPIL B did not raise her 

hand when asked if it was weird or in the boy’s imagination) 

PUPIL B: It moves. It speaks. 

Teacher: But it’s not weird for trees to move. If we look outside 

and there’s a gust of wind, trees move. 

PUPIL B: Yeah but … what’s weird about this tree is it has 

feelings. Like it loves the boy so much. And …and … if you 

look at the pictures it moves in a weird … no not weird … it 

moves in a way that is controlled. It scoops up the boy … 

Teacher: How do you feel about that PUPIL D? Is the tree in the 

story weird? 

PUPIL D: Yes, as a tree is just part of nature. It’s just wood and 

leaves. It can’t do that. 

PUPIL B: But it’s more than that … it’s not a normal tree … the 

tree is caring because it acts like a mother to the boy like as if 

the boy was an orphan. The tree acts like a mother and a friend. 

PUPIL E: I had that idea as well. I agree with PUPIL B. 

Teacher: Could we have a quick show of hands? Who thinks the 

tree is weird and the boy imaginative? Who thinks the tree is as 

PUPIL B said ‘like a mother’? 

(Pupils’ show of hands indicate the class is almost equally split 

between the two positions) 

Teacher: Ok, when we read more of the story let’s see if we still 

think the same about the tree.  Lots of ideas for us to consider 

moving forward. Now in your book could you put down the 2 

words you settled upon and a sentence summarising your 

thinking at the moment. 

Lesson continues with reading of the whole story… 

The same pattern we noticed in the small groups is 

re-enacted with the whole class: interpretations are 

shared, critiqued and new understandings emerge. 

The teacher is displaying responsive teaching: 

empathetic to the pupils’ ideas, responding in the 

moment, supporting and organising the thoughts 

of the class and identifying the ideas to be 

explored further. This pattern of exchanges is 

repeated in cycles throughout the lesson as the 

pupils incrementally develop their understanding 

of the text and the writer’s use of symbolism 

through ripples of re-readings and shared 

interpretations.  

 

A cycle of interpretation  
In developing a shared reading in this way we 

move beyond the IRF cycle (Initiation, Reponses 

and Feedback) which characterises some 

classroom exchanges. In IRF exchanges, the 

teacher initiates a question, a pupil provides a 

response and then the teacher evaluates the 

response. While this might be a suitable exchange 

in some instances, in LTE we are seeking to 

develop pupils’ cognition and feel they need more 

inter-connected dialogue to develop understanding 

of the text. The ping-pong exchanges of IRF are 

replaced with a different pattern that places the 

emphasis of response and feedback with the pupils 

and strives to create a more equitable classroom 

where everyone’s contribution is worthy of 

consideration:  

 

The teacher’s role is different: a mediator 

creating a conducive environment for sharing 

ideas, enabling pupils to critically evaluate 

interpretations while nudging their attention to 

where it is best directed, developing pupils’ 

conscious awareness of their thought processes to 

support metacognition and sequencing the lessons 

so the skills and understanding can be retrieved 



and applied elsewhere. The teacher’s role, while 

different, remains crucial in developing pupils’ 

reasoning.  

A dialogic culture has to be cultivated over time, so 

pupils and teacher adopt an open and critical stance 

toward readings, pupils are empowered to express their 

own views and the classroom becomes truly inclusive. 

To establish and sustain this culture requires a further 

cycle of mediation and guidance by more 

knowledgeable others. In Let’s Think in English we 

recognise the importance of professional development 

and dialogue in creating a supportive environment and 

so we provide a training programme of four sessions 

spaced over an academic year.  

The training structure follows a pattern: exploration of 

research, application in the classroom, followed by 

shared reflections. Teachers socially construct their 

understanding of the mediations required and are guided 

by more knowledgeable others: the tutor and/or a peer. 

Through lesson simulation, teachers work through the 

social construction and mediations required to develop a 

robust understanding of a text together before trialling 

with their class. Furthermore, the training programme 

offers opportunities to observe the tutor and peer to peer 

observations evoking another cycle of reflections and 

social construction.  In evaluations, we see teachers 

recognising a growth in their own learning behaviours. 

When teachers feel they’ve become more thoughtful 

and confident, there is invariably recognition of a 

similar development in their pupils. Can you hear the 

echo in the teachers’ self-evaluations and reflections on 

their classes’ development below? 

‘LTE has had a very positive impact on my teaching: 

my confidence has 

increased so that I am 

more willing now to step 

out of my comfort zone 

and try new approaches to 

teaching and learning. The 

programme has improved 

my ability to ask 

questions. I now respond 

to the children’s answers 

with a more analytical 

understanding, and I 

respond with more 

specific questions to 

enable pupils to strengthen 

their understanding. I 

value the opportunity to 

share and reflect with 

colleagues now more than 

ever.’  

‘LTE was completely 

inclusive for my class. The 

pupils are given the 

chance to work things out for themselves, to 

explore various possibilities and to change their 

minds.  They do not feel under pressure to reach a 

quick answer.  My pupils are more willing to change 

their opinion as the discussion progresses, whereas 

previously many of them would have viewed this as 

some sort of admission of defeat. I think this leads to 

higher levels of pupil engagement for all.  The quieter 

students are becoming more confident about joining the 

discussion and the more dominant members of the 

group are improving their ability to really listen to 

others and actually consider their points.’ 

Year 6 Greenwich Teacher 

 

Conclusion 
Experiments by Schank (1990) and others have 

shown only a very small percentage of humans 

remember word-for-word what they hear or read. We 

tend to remember the gist and create our own wording 

to file into memory and to recall. As such, we want to 

ensure what our pupils remember and understand what 

is meaningful regarding a text and their interpretations 

are justifiable. The interplay between social 

construction and the guidance of the more 

knowledgeable other ensures pupils develop nuanced 

and sound personal and collective readings of texts 

where everyone is valued while developing a way of 

learning that empowers them beyond Let’s Think in 

English.  
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Michael Walsh is Lead Let’s 

Think in English Tutor for 

primary and secondary and a 

Trustee of the Let’s Think 

Forum.  Michael co-developed 

the Let’s Think in English 

programme with Laurie Smith at 

King’s College London. Michael 

also leads and supports a 

voluntary collaborative of 23 

schools in Islington called 

Futurezone. 

References: 

Every Curriculum tells a Story—Roger C Schank 

 

 

 

 

The interplay 

between social 

construction and 

the guidance of the 

more 

knowledgeable 

other ensures pupils 

develop nuanced 

and sound personal 

and collective 

readings of texts 

where everyone is 

valued while 

developing a way 

of learning that 

empowers them. 

Email:  Michael.walsh@letsthink.org.uk 

Twitter: @mikefnw75   

Visit Let’s Think in English at: 

https://www.letsthinkinenglish.org/ 
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half an hour of daily activity during the 
coronavirus lockdown.  Even more worrying, 
7% did no physical activity at all.  
The same report found that at least one third 
of children experienced an increase in mental 
health issues including stress, loneliness and 
worry.   

The impact on mental health and 

attainment 
The findings show how important the role 
schools play for children, physically and 
mentally as well as academically. 
The government has recognised the role of 
physical activity as we move forward with 
Vicky Ford, the Department for Education 
minister, stating that the government ‘are 
encouraging schools to prioritise physical 
activity as they welcome more children back 
to school.’ And that ‘there are well-established 
links between physical activity, improved 
mental wellbeing and educational attainment.’  
https://bit.ly/3bVFaN0 

Active learning in English teaching 
So how can schools prioritise the physical 
needs of their pupils while also addressing the 
attainment gap? One proven strategy is active 
teaching, where physical activity is brought 

Who could have predicted the drastic impact 
COVID 19 would have on all our lives in 
2020?  Over the past few months we’ve all 
been affected in one way or another, whether it 
was the impact of our inability to see friends 
and family, the move to teaching online or 
dealing with the emotions brought upon by 
lockdown.   
With the return to school there is the added 
pressure of trying to reverse the impact of the 
school closures had on our children as quickly 
as possible. 

Too much down time 
Although the effect lockdown had on 
children’s learning has been widely reported, 
with a YouGov poll during lockdown revealing 
that 70% of teachers were concerned that their 
pupils’ education has been harmed, there were 
many other impacts too, particularly to the 
physical health and wellbeing of children. 
According to the Youth Sport Trust (https://
bit.ly/3bZuRHK), the number of children 
meeting the Chief Medical Officer’s guidelines 
of taking part in sport or physical activity for 
an average of 60 minutes or more every day, 
dropped from 47% to 19%, and as many as 43 
per cent of the nation’s children did less than 

During the 
coronavirus 
lockdown 7% 
of children did 
no physical 
activity at all.  
The same 
report found 
that at least 
one third of 
children 
experienced an 
increase in 
mental health 
issues 
including 
stress, 
loneliness and 
worry.   

Tackling the lack of activity in 
lockdown through English 

In this article, Jon Smedley advocates an active approach to English and 

across the curriculum to address the effect of lockdown on children’s 

academic, mental and physical benefit. 



into the teaching of English and other subjects. Many 
schools are already using these strategies with some 
success and are counting on active teaching to help them 
tackle the many needs of pupils as they emerge from 
lockdown.  
Holy Family Catholic School in Addlestone, Surrey is 
one school that is targeting inactivity by giving children 
the chance to be physically active in English lessons. 
The school uses Teach Active, a website that provides 
teachers with lesson plans for teaching primary English 
lessons through a range of physical activities linked to 
the national curriculum.   
The aim is that rather than learning conjunctions sitting 
at desks in the classroom, pupils get out into the 
playground and having collected two clauses from the 
teacher, run to the area displaying the correct 
conjunction to form a sentence.  An element of 
competition can be added to the learning experience too. 
Teams can race against one another to find the correct 
answer to a comprehension question or play charades to 
act out the meanings of new words.  
Another idea is to create race circuits in the playground 
so children can collect nouns along the way and create 
possessive noun phrases in teams. Or they can become 
dictionary detectives and spot misspelt words dotted 
around the room.  

The impact 
Steve Tindall, headteacher at Holy Family Catholic 
School, is also a firm believer in active learning to help 
improve mental wellbeing. ‘Active learning changes the 
psychology of learning as children forget that it’s 
English or maths. They are just learning while they run 
round having fun with their friends.’ 
The school has noticed that being more active is also 
helping mental wellbeing, as many of the activities 
require children to work together in teams. ‘The 
activities will help them reconnect with friends and 

adjust to socialising in school once again, following what 
for some has been an intense period of isolation,’ he 
continues. 
 The impact on children’s enjoyment of the subject is 
palpable too. The school first began using active learning 
techniques in maths and the results prompted them to 
introduce the techniques into English as well. ‘Maths 
used to be our pupils’ ninth favourite subject, but since 
we introduced active learning in lessons, it had risen up 
the ranks to take third place after art and PE. We’re 
delighted about that.’ 
Duckmanton Primary School in Chesterfield has seen a 
similar impact on English learning. After using the active 
teaching approach throughout the school, the children’s 
confidence in English has grown, as has their enjoyment 
and independence within lessons, particularly among the 
lower ability children.  The best measure of progress was 
a 98% pass rate in last year’s Grammar, Punctuation and 
Spelling test after using it for revision with the year 6 
children. 

Government backing 
Luckily, education secretary Gavin Williamson recently 
recognised the importance of keeping active and its 
benefits to both physical and mental health, offering a 

guaranteed £320 million of funding from the PE and 
Sport Premium during the academic year 2020/21.   
Designed to help children get an active start in life and 

support primary schools improve the quality of their PE 
and sport provision so that pupils experience the benefits 

of regular exercise including becoming healthier mentally 
and physically but also improved behaviour and better 
academic achievement.  

The Department for Education also confirmed that any 
PE and Sport Premium funding from the previous 
academic year 2019/20 that schools were unable to use as 

a result of the Coronavirus pandemic could be brought 
forward to use in the next academic year giving school 
leaders an opportunity to add to their existing provision or 

make improvements that will benefit pupils in future 
years. 
If used wisely, some of these funds could be directed 

towards more active learning and so help address the 
attainment gap as well as improve the physical and 
mental health of pupils. 

Jon Smedley is a former teacher 
with over 21 years’ experience in 
education. He has a true passion for 
active learning and firmly believes 
in the benefits of a cross-curricular 
approach. A few years ago he used 
this passion to create Teach Active: 
a collection of almost 3000 English 
and maths lesson plans and 
resources for teachers from 
foundation stage through to year 6 
that are closely mapped to the 
national curriculum.  
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Any teacher can access up to 50 active lesson 
plans in English and Maths for free for a trial 
period at www.teachactive.org, many of which 
are ‘social distance’ friendly. 



Feature: Letters from Lockdown 

Letters from 
Lockdown 

The current crisis forced The Children’s Bookshow to postpone their programme of theatre performances and in-

school workshops. Thousands of children who would normally make up their audiences across the country have 

missed out on having the chance to be inspired by seeing an author, illustrator or poet in action. 

One of the ways they thought they could help to fill this gap was to introduce the children to authors and illustrators 

through a handwritten or illustrated letter. They invited all their artists to write a short letter to be shared with classes 

online or via social media, to inspire children to write their own lockdown letters.  

Alexis Deacon is passionate about stories, and he has 

always loved to draw - he has been keeping 

sketchbooks since he was a small child. Alexis studied 

illustration at the University of Brighton and started 

creating picture books while he was there. We love 

Beegu, a story about a lonely baby alien trying to find 

its mother on Earth. Beegu wrote to us from her home 

in outer space, via Hastings, which is where her friend 

Alexis lives. 

The examples that follow, ©The Children’s Bookshow 

and used with kind permission, are just a small selection 

of the inspirational letters penned by eminent authors and 

illustrators, writing as either themselves or in role as one 

of their characters. To see more uplifting letters, visit: 

http://thechildrensbookshow.com/news/letters-from-

lockdown. For more exciting ideas from the  

Children’s Bookshow, visit their main site:  

https://thechildrensbookshow.com/  
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Poet Valerie Bloom grew up in Clarendon, Jamaica, 

before moving to the UK. Caribbean life and culture 

have shaped and influenced a great deal of her 

writing and she was enchanted with literature and 

poetry from a very early age. Her work has been 

published in over 450 anthologies and she has 

published several poetry collections. 
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Author and illustrator Neal 

Layton was born and raised 

in Chichester, West Sussex 

and while he was growing 

up spent much of his time 

playing in the dirt, making 

homemade catapults and 

drawing pictures.  

Although he was offered a place to study science 

at University, he went to Art College instead. He 

now writes and illustrates books for children 

using a whole variety of media. Neal wrote his 

letter from his home in Portsmouth, England. 

Award-winning author 

and illustrator Catherine 

Rayner grew up in 

Harrogate. She has 

always found drawing 

therapeutic, and she’s 

always loved books, so 

her job is the perfect 

combination of the two! 

Much of her inspiration 

fo r  he r  s t unn ing 

illustration and the 

stories in her picture 

books comes from her 

pets, including her horse, 

cat, dog and guinea pig. 

Augustus and his Smile is 

a favourite at the 

Children’s Bookshow 

Catherine wrote to them 

from her home in 

Edinburgh.  



Book Reviews 

Do Grannies Have Green Fingers? is the first in a 
series of texts by author and illustrator Fransie Fransden. 
Real images have been cleverly combined with collage to 
build a multi- textured world suitable for early readers to 
explore. Its colourful and humorous style will easily 
engage young children. The main 
character, Alexander, pursues his 
mission to find the answer to the 
strange question Do Grannies Have 
Green Fingers?  Along the way, he 
notices that when his daddy bathes 
for a long time, his fingers and toes 
turn green. Some people have green 
fingernails and even his mummy 
says Granny was born with green 
fingers! 
This lovely story is especially 
useful for promoting the Understanding the World Area 
of Learning within the EYFS curriculum. The images and 
text will prompt and stimulate some wonderful 
discussions about families, nature and faraway places. 
Exploring the artist, Frandsen’s unique way of merging 
photographs with artwork will certainly encourage 
children to develop their creative and critical thinking. 
She skilfully incorporates some interesting vocabulary, 
such as ‘bathed in soft sunlight’ and idioms including 
‘The grass is always greener on the other side!’  The text 
also contains simple words and children could use their 
phonic knowledge to decode these. The layout is 
presented in a quirky way, engaging the readers’ 
attention. If you are a teacher in EYFS or Year 1 looking 
for a book to share with your class, then look no further! 
Keep an eye out for additional titles to be released later in 
the year.  

Clare Cherry 

The B on your Thumb 
Colette Hiller (author) & Tor Freeman (illustrator) 

Frances Lincoln Children’s Books, Paperback, £9.99 
 

The B on your Thumb is an charming and humorous 
collection of 60 rhymes, designed to entertain and to teach 
young readers ditties and tricks to help boost their reading 
and spelling.  
Containing 60 rhymes, The B on your Thumb is divided 
into four sections: Sounds; Silent Letters and Secrets; 

Words That Sound The Same; and 
Homophones, and features anthropomorphic 
and unforgettable letter-characters from 
award-winning illustrator Tor Freeman. 
This book does more than boost literacy; it 
introduces word play and instils a love of the 
idiosyncrasies and joy of the English 
language. 
Who knew that the love story of Q and U 
would be everlasting? 

 

Do Grannies have green fingers? 
Fransie Fransden 

artfox.bookwolf, Paperback, £7.99 

The Wizard in my Shed 
Simon Farnaby (author) & Claire Powell (illustrator) 

Hodder Children’s Books (1.10.20), Hardcover, £12.99 

 

This is the first book for children from 

Paddington actor and script-writer, Simon 

Farnaby, and will combine laugh-out-

loud action adventure, with a fun-filled 

magical, historical twist. 

Merdyn the Wild is from the Dark 

Ages. He's the world's greatest Warlock 

(don't call him a wizard), banished to the 

21st century for bad behaviour, and 

determined to wreak vengeance on his nemesis.  

Rose is a totally ordinary girl, on a mission to mend her 

broken family with her guinea pig Bubbles by her side. 

When Rose bumps into Merdyn and discovers what he 

is, she quickly realises that he could be just what she 

needs. Rose agrees to help Merdyn navigate the 

confusing ways of the modern world if Merdyn gives her 

a spell to fix her family in return. 

Now they just need to hide him in the shed without 

Rose's mum noticing, track down Merdyn's magic staff 

and find a way to send Merdyn back through time to the 

Dark Ages.  

What could possibly go wrong...? 

Girl from the Sea 
Margaret Wild (author) & Jane Tanner (illustrator) 

Allen & Unwin Children’s Books Hardcover, £12.99 

 

This intriguing picture book depicts a poignant tale of a 
girl who wistfully observes a family who live in a 

cottage by the sea, wishing it was she who lived there. 
She fervently wants to belong but it appears that no one 
but the family pets can see her. Can the mother detect 
her presence? 
The haunting charcoal illustrations in shades of grey 
and silver contrast with the blue of the sea surrounding 
the girl and are evocative of an earlier time. Is she real or 

a spirit from the past? The crooked gravestone (is it 
hers?) outside the cottage suggests a loss. Has she come 
from that old ship on the very first page? 
This is a stunningly 
illustrated book, full of gentle 
and emotive images. The 
reader’s own interpretation of 

the words and illustrations 
would be a fascinating start to 
plenty of discussion, 
questioning and speculation, 
as neither the author nor the 
illustrator reveal everything. 
If you want a memorable 

and thought-provoking book 
to explore with older children, 
this would be a wise choice. 
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Book Reviews 

Oi Aardvark! 
Kes Gray (author) & Jim Field (illustrator) 

Hachette Children’s Group, Hardcover, £12.99 

 

Oi, teachers! Have you seen the latest in the series 

from Kes Gray and Jim Field? Another ‘Oi’ book, you 

may ask? Well, yes, but can we ever get enough of that 

disdainful cat ? He can’t quite manage to dissolve the 

enthusiasm of Dog, nor can he curtail Frog’s ingenious 

suggestions of where a new, and perhaps more unusual, 

group of animals may sit. Frog, Dog and Cat take us on 

an alphabetic journey of seating arrangements with 

iguanas sitting on piranhas and quetzals (I know! It’s a 

strikingly coloured bird of the trogon family) sitting on 

pretzels.  

With Cat’s disparaging comments and scornful facial 

expressions, we are left in no doubt that he is less than 

supportive. In fact, he can’t 

wait for Q, X and Z, but Dog 

is becoming a much better 

accomplice, entering into the 

spirit of things with great 

enthusiasm. The text is full 

of rhymes and new 

vocabulary which will appeal 

to young and old alike.  

  Great fun! 

The Lost Soul Atlas 
Zana Fraillon 

Orion Children’s Books, Paperback, £6.99 

 

Twig is dead.  

How he got here is unknown. He is in a state of 

confusion when approached by his guardian who is 

assigned to take him to the afterlife. All that Twig 

wants is to find his father and find out why he is dead, 

but with only pockets of memory from his life on earth, 

that task isn’t very easy.  

On his way to the afterlife he gets lured into a 

mysterious forest by the Gatherer, where he is given a 

key and a peculiar atlas to guide him. On his adventure  

he unlocks memories from his 

time on earth which soon 

unearth his struggle in the real 

world as he makes both friends 

and enemies.  

The Lost Soul Atlas is a 

thrilling page-turner with plenty 

of plot twists along the way! 

 

Ava Baker 



NATE Needs You! 
NATE looks to increase membership and 
participation in the work of the association 

 Since 1963, NATE has provided an 

independent voice for English teachers 

and a platform for sharing and debating 

good practice. In the early years of 

NATE, it was at the forefront of the 

development of the progressive modern 

approaches to the teaching of English 

which are now accepted by the majority 

of the profession as fundamental. 

Through its publications, research and 

CPD events – regionally and nationally – 

NATE continues to promote and develop 

such approaches and to support the values 

and practices of the English teaching 

community. 

However, NATE needs English teachers 

and departments to join the association – 

and members to contribute to and 

participate in the association’s activities 

and publications – if it is to continue its 

vital work, and is now renewing its call to 

the English teaching community to join 

and become involved. 

‘It’s not just about what NATE can do for 

you: it’s also about what you can do for 

NATE’, says NATE’s Director Jonathan 

Morgan. ‘As a membership association 

which (like other subject associations) 

does not receive government funding and 

is run almost entirely by volunteers, 

NATE consists of its members and of 

what its members contribute.’ 

In order to contribute, the most 
important thing to do is to join NATE – 
see the membership options below. To 
participate further, consider attending a 
local NATE teachmeet or becoming a 
regional representative, attending a 
national NATE conference or presenting 
a workshop or seminar, or contributing 
to one of NATE’s publications. 
To become more fully involved, 
consider joining one of NATE’s 
Working Groups – currently there are 
Primary, Post-16, ITE and Multicultural 
and Diversity groups – or standing for 
election as an officer in NATE’s 
Development Team. (NATE members 
can be elected as officers at the 
association’s AGM. Due to the 
pandemic situation, the AGM scheduled 
to take place during the summer poetry 
conference in June has been postponed. 
Members will be notified soon of new 
arrangements.) 

 Some things you can do 
 

1. Join NATE, spread the word 
about NATE, and persuade a 
friend to join 

2. Contribute to NATE’s 
publications 

3. Deliver a conference workshop 
or seminar 

4. Become a NATE regional 
representative 

5. Join a NATE Working Group 
and/or participate in research and 
development 

 
Further details of how to set about all of 
t h e s e  m a y  b e  f o u n d  a t 
www.nate.org.uk/nate-needs-you – 
and see the panel below for membership 
options. 

New NATE membership options 
 NATE’s low-cost membership fee 

continues to offer extremely good value, 

providing a range of options for different 

types of membership, along with a 

substantial range of benefits. As well as the 

standard individual membership package, 

there are special membership options for 

primary teachers, and retired or part-time 

teachers, whilst trainee teacher membership 

is free for one year. ‘Institutional 

membership’ (designed for English 

department access) has now been replaced 

with Membership for Schools, Colleges 

(11–18) and educational establishments 

(excluding Universities). This includes 

subscription to both Teaching English and 

English in Education. 

Many universities subscribe to NATE 

membership because of its vital role in 

supporting ITT/PGCE and MEd/MLT 

courses and staff. A new membership 

arrangement has been introduced for this 

purpose: University Membership. Because 

university libraries tend to have separate 

institutional academic subscriptions to 

English in Education via its publisher 

Taylor and Francis, University Membership 

has all the benefits of NATE membership 

(including subscription to Teaching English) 

except for access to English in Education: 

this should be arranged directly with Taylor 

and Francis. We suggest that ITT/PGCE and 

Med/MLT course teams encourage their 

departments to subscribe to NATE 

University Membership (enabling 

departmental access to Teaching English 

and other NATE publications) as well as 

ensuring that their university libraries 

provide central access to English in 

Education. 

Join NATE at  

www.nate.org.uk/join-NATE 


