
 

In this article, reading expert and award-winning author Dr Wayne 
Tennent explores effective pedagogical practices to support the 
teaching of reading comprehension and urges us to listen to what 
children have to say. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has led to the abandonment of 

the Key Stage 2 Reading SAT for two consecutive years 

in England. As this assessment provides the only 

evidence of children’s reading ability at the end of 

primary education, this might give cause for concern. 

However, searching through recent research literature, 

newspaper articles, blogs and the like, there is nothing to 

suggest that secondary colleagues are unduly perturbed 

by the absence of this data. In fact, the deafening silence 

might lead one to suspect they pay little or no attention 

to it. 

This is perhaps not surprising—it’s a deeply flawed 

test which tells us very little about children’s learning.  

Tennent (2021) notes a number of issues with the KS2 

Reading SAT. These include the following: 

The mark scheme acknowledges that it only attempts to 

assess those ‘aspects of comprehension that lend 

themselves to a paper test’ (STA 2019)—a statement 

which appears year-on-year. At best it offers only a 

partial, superficial measure. 

Comprehension is ‘not a unitary construct’ (Duke, 2005) 

but rather is composed of numerous components that 

work interactively. These include linguistic processes to 

do with vocabulary and grammar; cognitive processes 

such as inference making; metacognitive processes such 

as understanding how different text types work; and 

knowledge factors (Tennent, 2015). Because of this, 

there is little value in putting a score to comprehension 

(Kintsch and Kintsch, 2005). The Reading SAT 

attempts to do this (let’s not pretend that the categories 

of below, at and above expected levels are informed by 

anything other than marks gained).  

No developmental pathway has been mapped for 

reading comprehension generally, or its component 

parts specifically, such as inference making. There is no 

evidence to show how comprehension looks different 

between a 10-year old and an 11-year old, for example. 

Therefore, it is not possible to say what the ‘expected’ 

level looks like. 

No wonder then that secondary schools commonly 

reassess children upon entry with a series of other tests 

(More Than a Score, 2021). 

There is, of course, an argument that the main purpose 

of the Reading SAT is not about learning but rather a 

way to make judgements about schools. This 

accountability argument has been made for over a 
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decade (Wiliam, 2010; More Than a Score, 2021) and 

explains why the SATs are described as a ‘high stakes 

assessment’—even by the parliamentary Education 

Select Committee (2017) report on Primary Assessment. 

This report also noted the tests’ impact on how the 

curriculum is delivered where teaching to (or for) the 

test becomes the norm. So, regardless of whether the 

primary purpose of the SATs is school accountability, 

these tests do have an impact on children’s learning 

experiences.  

This potential backwash effect (Prodromou, 1995)—

where testing affects how we teach—is visible in current 

approaches to teaching reading comprehension across 

year groups. For example, material for Year 3 made 

available during the pandemic through the Oak 

Academy—though well-delivered—focuses on guiding 

readers to answer test-type questions correctly. A basic 

internet search reveals numerous schools using materials 

which follow the ‘read the text – answer the questions’ 

model from Year 1 upwards (so many that it’s not worth 

citing—just take a look), many of which replicate 

response activities common in the Reading SAT. 

Material of this nature is even available on the TES 

(2021) website where teacher-created resources can be 

shared. In one instance a teacher who had posted a short 

text with questions received a comment from a user 

which asked the following: 

HI again please i could not find the answers 

and I need the answers to mark my students 

work?? (sic) 

Mmmm. 

Developing Dialogic Interactions 

There is, then, a culture—supported by the Reading 

SAT, I would argue—where ‘doing’ comprehension 

involves children providing written or SAT-like 

responses to a conveniently available fragment of text, 

which are then marked correct or incorrect (assuming 

the teacher knows the answers, of course). Perhaps it 

was ever thus, if we consider text books and 

programmes used in schools in the UK from the second 

half of the last century (some might remember the 

Scientific Reading Laboratory, for example).  

Regardless, the problem remains that this approach 

involves very little actual teaching and potentially 

creates a significant amount of marking. The score the 

teacher is left with can be jotted down into a markbook, 

but it does not, in itself, reveal the cause of the young 

readers’ misconceptions. The answer given might be 

reasoned and plausible but just doesn’t fit into the 

‘mark scheme’. Indeed, the failure to give a correct 

response might be to do with a poorly phrased question 

or a misunderstanding of the response task, which of 

course has nothing to do with young readers’ 

understanding of the text at all. The teacher can only 

find this out by taking the time to follow up with each 

child and talk to them about it. 

So why not simply do this in the first place? 

Which brings us to the central point of this article: 

when it comes to teaching for comprehension the role 

of talk is crucially important. It allows the teacher to 

know how the text has been understood by the children, 

and to guide them through the process of meaning-

making to achieve a deeper understanding. Yet, this talk 

is not random—it has to be considered and focused.  

In the schools I have been working with, we spend a 

lot of time developing the dialogic structure of our 

interactions with young readers, particularly in the 

context of guided group reading. Working in groups 

(usually of 4-6 children) allows for all children to voice 

their thoughts, and for the teacher to explore the 

children’s current thinking, and to guide this thinking 

into new areas. 

This is achieved by planning the dialogue into three 

discreet teaching phases: exposition, exploration, and 

expansion.  

The exposition phase relates to the literal 

comprehension of text. The aim here is to expose the 

learners’ understanding of the text soon after having 

read it. Basically, what can they tell you about it? This 

is actually the most important phase of the interaction 

as it is an opportunity to collaboratively resolve any 

misunderstandings around the setting, events and 

characters introduced in the text. There is no point 

looking to deepen understanding if literal 

comprehension of the text is not there. To use an 

analogy, you can’t build on weak foundations. We 

introduce this phase to the children with what we call a 

‘looking question’. This appears as a simple retrieval 

question—but retrieval is only of value in test 

conditions. In terms of text comprehension, retrieval is 
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of little value on its own and there is no research 

literature on it. In the taught sessions, the initial looking 

question leads to a series of further ones. By the end of 

this exposition phase the children should be in a position 

to provide a brief summary of the text in hand.  

The exploration phase relates to an engagement with 

text that seeks to deepen understanding.  It assumes that 

the text has been exposed and a literal comprehension 

established. It involves seeking causal links within the 

text, for example, ‘x’ happened because of ‘y’, or the 

character is feeling ‘a’ because they said ‘b’.   We 

introduce this phase to the children with a ‘clue 

question’.  These questions guide the reader to make 

inferences and connections invited by the content of the 

text, and might seek to explain why events happened or 

to explore character attributes and feelings. The 

exploration phase also involves investigating literary 

features. This might include the author’s use of 

metaphors, or the illustrator’s use of colour and line.  

The expansion phase also relates to deepening 

understanding.  Once again, it assumes that the text has 

been exposed and a literal comprehension established, 

but the focus here is on expanding the dialogue beyond 

the text and bringing the learners’ knowledge, 

experience and values. We introduce this phase to the 

children with a ‘thinking question’. This touches upon 

an important theme or idea from the text. First, this 

theme or idea is discussed outside the context of the 

text, before considering how it is played out within the 

text.  

The story of Jack and the Beanstalk can provide an 

example of how this might work. Depending on the age 

of the children the questions can be made visible to the 

children prior to reading.  We have found the 

accompanying emojis helpful. Below each question are 

some suggestions as to where the dialogue might be 

directed. These would not be visible to the children but 

the teacher might have them to hand. You can probably 

think of different directions the Clue and Thinking 

questions can be taken.  

Looking question: Where was Jack taking the 

cow?  

(Exposition. This question would be followed 

by a range of questions about who he met, the 

swap he made, what grew in the garden, etc.) 

Clue question: Is Jack clever?  

(Exploration. He swapped the cow for some 

beans which doesn’t seem very bright, but he 

managed to steal the Giant’s stuff and get 

away.) 

Thinking Question: Is it ok to steal?  

(Expansion. Discuss why stealing is considered 

to be wrong by society. Then link this back to 

Jack. He is effectively a thief but he’s also the 

hero.) 

Learning Talk (Alexander, 2020): Ways of Thinking 

These question types will inevitably elicit different 

types of responses which require children to think in 

different ways. This raises the issue of what we are 

actually listening for. Correct answers? Not necessarily. 

What we are interested in is exploring how children 

arrived at their answers—essentially what is being 

assessed is the type of thinking they engage in. Robin 

Alexander’s (2020) work on learning talk provides a 

framework from which to consider children’s responses 

to text, as he explicitly links this to different ways of 

thinking. So, with careful dialogic structuring it is 

possible to elicit different types of learning talk/ ways 

of thinking, some of which are shown in Figure 1 

below.  

Figure 1: Learning talk/ ways of thinking 

Investigating classroom Dialogue 

In the book Guiding Readers—Layers of Meaning 

(2016) written with my colleagues Angela Hobsbaum, 

Nikki Gamble and David Reedy, we present a number 

of classroom case studies which highlight how 

developing dialogic interactions can support children’s 

reading comprehension. One of these centres on the 

work of Marie (pseudonym). Marie is a Year 6 (10–11-

year olds) teacher working in a diverse school in north-

east London, who wanted to engage her children in 

more challenging texts. Her rationale for this, ironically, 
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was to expose the class to texts of greater complexity in 

preparation for the Reading SAT. However, she 

undertook this work using the questioning and dialogic 

structuring approach outlined above. She contacted a 

local secondary school, who recommended The Flowers, 

a short story by Alice Walker. The text presented Marie 

with an opportunity to guide the group using a text to 

which they might not ordinarily have been exposed. 

In this story, set in the southern states of the USA, a 

girl called Myop is seen walking through some woods 

where she picks some flowers. The scene is in many 

ways idyllic—as reflected in the lyrical and literary 

language—but when she stumbles across a dead body, 

the narrative takes a more sinister turn. The dead body 

appears to have been that of a man who has been 

lynched.  

The story ends with the sentence:  

And the summer was over. 

This metaphor obviously suggests the loss of childhood 

innocence and is centrally important to the story. 

Marie used this story over a series of three sessions 

with a group of six children. The aim of the first session 

was to ensure that the children understood the events 

and actions of the story at a literal level. This was 

achieved but what emerged from the session was that no 

one seemed to understand the central metaphor: they 

seemed to think that the summer was literally over. 

She decided to focus the second session on unpacking 

the character of Myop including the metaphor carried in 

the last line. She developed the following questions: 

1. How would you describe Myop?

2. Does Myop change in the story?

3. Why did you think Myop did not seem

scared or frightened?

Task 

To make things a little more interactive, I’d like to give 

you a little task ... 

The following dialogue relates to how the children 

engaged with question 2 which targeted the central 

metaphor relating the loss of childhood innocence. 

Read through the dialogue and assess the extent to 

which the children have grasped the central metaphor. 

Who has got it? Who might be getting there? Who is 

still some way off? Is there any evidence of specific 

types of learning talk? And do the teacher’s 

interventions guide the children’s thinking? 

Pupil 2: She feels a bit sad yeah? Because you know 

when she like, she laid down the flowers. You 

know it says that summer is a happy time. You know 

when it says summer is over. It relates to her feelings, 

like saying that she’s gone all sad. All of it’s over. 

Teacher: So you think that’s what that line means. You 

think that line proves she has changed  
throughout the story (Pupil 2 nods) 

Pupil 6: I agree with V because sometimes people love 

summer and that makes them happy but when it goes 

to like, to like autumn  or winter it goes a bit colder, 

then they get a bit, their mood starts changing, and, 

and this might have happened to Myop as well. 

Pupil 5: Maybe she’s not that happy when it’s not 

summer because it seems like she loves summer and she 

loves staying in the sun and stuff like that. 

Pupil 1: I agree because every day when I get from 

school in the summer I’m actually pretty happy because 

it’s a nice warm day but now in this season I don’t 

feeling like going to school because it’s so dark outside. 

Pupil 3: You also get more sick in the winter. 

Pupil 2: In my opinion, I don’t actually think she’s sad 

about the summer—about the summer being over. I 

think she’s sad about something else—about the old 

man. 

Later… 

Child 3: In the beginning in the story she’s happy, 

when she’s just singing, like  Z said, like she’s singing to 

the hens, then like when she’s walking in the forest 

she’s happy. Then at the end she’s a bit sad. 

Pupil 4: I think here it said in the morning she was 

sad. 

Teacher: So how could that happen? How could the 

summer be over when it is still in the morning time? 

Pupil 2: I don’t think actually it’s literally the summer 

is over.  I think it’s like, she’s like she is, she is…. 

Pupil 5: Maybe sometimes if you’re inside the forest it 

gets dark. 

Pupil 4: ‘Cos of the trees. 

Later…… 

Pupil 2: I think it’s because of like when she saw the, 

man she felt as if her summer was over because in the 

summer she feels really happy but when the summer is 

over she’s really upset (significant pause) 

Pupil 4: Yeah, maybe that’s what it means, the 

summer is over. 

Pupil 6: Yeah, that’s what it means. 

Pupil 1: Maybe by summer they mean happy because…. 

It’s depending all on the season…erm. There are happy 

seasons and there are sad seasons. Like summer and 

spring they are happy because they are warmer and 

it’s more colourful outside instead of dull and gloomy.  
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An analysis of this, and other related interactions can 

be found in Guiding Readers—Layers of Meaning 

(2016). However, I’m sure you were able to make 

judgements about how the children understood this text 

differently, and would be able to consider what their 

next steps might be. As it happens, in the next lesson 

here, the teacher used an Anthony Browne illustration to 

revisit metaphors. The point remains that if we want to 

know how children have made sense of a text, then 

dialogue needs to be central to our pedagogical 

approach. By structuring our dialogic interactions, we 

can understand why misconceptions might be occurring, 

which can in turn inform our future teaching. If this took 

place regularly over time, we would be able to develop 

profiles of our young readers which actually provide 

evidence of their learning in reading.  And, of course, 

each profile will be unique because the interactive 

components of comprehension work differently, person 

by person, and text by text. All of these components are 

important but because they work interactively none of 

them fit into some neat standardised measure.  

As singer/ songwriter Billy Bragg once noted, ‘Not 

everything that counts can be counted’. If you want to 

gain an insight into children’s comprehension, listen to 

what they have to say.  

NATE Primary Matters Autumn 2021 Page 13 

References 

Alexander, R. (2020) A Dialogic Teaching Companion. Oxford: Routledge. 

Duke, N. K. (2005) Comprehension of What for What: Comprehension as a 

non-Unitary Construct. In Current Issues in Reading Comprehension and 

Assessment, edited by S. Paris and S. Stahl, pp. 93–104. Mahwah, NJ: 

Erlbaum. 

Education Commons Select Committee (2017) Primary Assessment. Accessed 

July 29, 2019. https://publications. parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/

cmeduc/682/682.pdf. 

Kintsch, W. and  Kintsch. E. (2005) Comprehension. In Current Issues in 

Reading Comprehension and Assessment, edited by S. G. Paris and S.A. Stahl, 

71–92. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Prodromou, L. (1995) The backwash effect: from testing to teaching. ELT 

journal, 1995, Vol. 49, No. 1, pp. 13-25. 

STA. (2019) National Curriculum Tests—English Reading Test Mark 

Schemes. Accessed October 10, 2019.https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/

government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/803889/

STA198212e_2019_ ks2_English_reading_Mark_schemes.pdf. 

Tennent, W. (2015) Understanding Reading Comprehension: Processes and 

Practices. London: Sage. 

Tennent, W., Reedy, D., Hobsbaum, A., & Gamble, N. (2016) Guiding 

Readers: Layers of Meaning. London: UCL/ IOE.   

Tennent, W. (2021) The assessment of reading comprehension in English 

primary schools: investigating the validity of the Key Stage 2 reading 

standard assessment test (SAT), Education 3-13, Vol. 49 No.4, pp. 481-494. 

TES (2021) reading comprehension—Year 5 https://www.tes.com/teaching-
resource/reading-comprehension-year-5-12242002 
Wiliam, D. (2010) Standardized Testing and School Accountability. 

Educational Psychologist, Vol. 45 No. 2, pp.107-122. 

Essential texts for all teachers of reading! 

https://www.tes.com/teaching-resource/reading-comprehension-year-5-12242002



