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In challenging Times 
The Covid-19 Pandemic has created an unprecedented challenge for educators, parents and 
children: 

 “How do we sustain children’s learning when they are away from school” 

Before we look at this question in more detail I want to draw on my recent research into the 
development of reading skills. Particularly what parents would understand as reading 
comprehension – not just what the words say and mean but the deeper meaning of stories and 
characters that bring books to life. 

A project undertaken in 8 schools in Slough in January 19 was designed to improve these skills  
and was highly effective, increasing the % of pupil achieving at or above the expected level by 
more than 30% in just 5months. However with the break over the summer holidays (7 weeks 
allowing for start and end of term loss) pupils achieving at or expected levels declined by 20% 
taking us back towards pre-project levels. 

Thanks to the dedication of the teachers much of this loss was made up quickly but not fully so 
November data was still below that of the June position. 

If this can happen in 7 weeks how much learning and progress will be lost over 12 weeks  or 
longer. 

For this reason we are urging parents to use as much of their social isolation time as possible on 
reading with their children. To support you with this we are sharing a reading matrix that was 
designed in part to help teaching assistants working with individuals and groups. 



Understanding The Challenge 
 The biggest challenge in improving pupils reading skills is understanding how 
challenging it is to read with real meaning 

The skill of teaching children to read has traditionally been strongest in EYFS and KS1 
where it is the core of the learning experience while KS2 teachers have focussed on a 
broadening range of genres and increasing levels of difficulty 

The pupils who have most difficulty with reading spend all their time decoding the 
words and so do not get a chance to think about what they are reading in sufficient 
depth or get any real enjoyment from their reading 

Most frequently we increase the difficulty in the reading i.e. a higher word count and 
more complex vocabulary where in reality the challenge comes from increased 
complexity- more inference and greater capacity to speculate, hypothesis and justify 
answers and opinions 

Complexity is best explained as an increase in the number of connections we make 
between different ideas and the ability to apply these ideas in future learning for 
example by comparing two different stories or books or using prior knowledge to 
select a book or find information in a book 



Understanding The Challenge 

u  We have to consider all the things that we take for granted about reading 
based on our own life experiences and then build them into the way we 
support children to “become readers rather than children who can read” 

u  For example – reading is a fun shared experience, books can help you 
understand a wider world than you will ever experience, the more you read 
the more you want to read, you can use your own imagination to bring books 
to life – authors often leave us to picture a character or a place for ourselves, 
just as in real life people in books often don’t say what they mean or we 
don’t know what they are thinking 

u  This is about creating a reading culture that enable children to reflect on and 
learn as they are read to and read and hear people talking about books. 



The Reading Matrix 

u  The purpose of the reading matrix is twofold firstly it will help you to 
assess where your child is against each of the aspects of reading in the 
National curriculum and secondly how to prompt them to the next levels 

u  To understand the matrix if you look across the top line you will see the 
levels – these are colour coded but broadly in the 2 year groups covered by 
the matrix most pupils will be working towards (blue), at the expected 
level (green) or mastery sometimes called greater depth (yellow) – some 
pupils will still be working on their phonics so they may need some more 
support in these areas but can still be working across all the domains. 

u  If you look down the left hand column you will see the different aspects of 
reading with a brief description of what this means -Word Reading, 
Understand Vocabulary, Retrieve and Summarise, Infer, Predict, Structure 
and Organisation. 

u  The last two are about getting children to think about the context of what 
they are reading and the sorts of books they enjoy so they can make 
informed choices – Engagement and Experiential learning 



The Reading Rubrics 

The Reading Rubrics have been designed to enable you to: 

u  Identify where children are in each of the reading areas so input can be 
highly focussed and targeted  

u  Ensure that attention is always given to the all the reading skills 

u  Identify the next steps for children to inform your discussions 

u  Keep a visual record to ensure that all areas of reading are covered over 
time (you can tick the boxes) 

u  Provides a core text to improve skills knowledge and confidence in 
discussion with children 



Increasing complexity 
To challenge your child you need to ask deeper questions 
without creating new ones so:  

u  What is a fairy tale? 

u  Can you describe some of the features of a fairy tale?  

u  What are the main events in a fairy tale?  

u  Do all fairy tales follow the same formula or pattern?  
 

It is important to note that these are not different questions but more complex 
questions. 

This sequence can be extended even further by asking - can you give examples 
from the text 

See the next slide for examples of the sorts of answers you should try to push 
for in order to improve understanding 



 
 

u  What is a fairy tale?  

u  A fairy tale is a story about fairies (this is not really true so you need to look 
at different examples) 

u  A fairy tale is a story about magic (one idea) 

u  Can you describe some of the features of a fairy tale?  

u  Fairy tales are set in the past, usually have some magic and a happy ending 
(several separate ideas) 

u  What are the main events in a fairy tale?  

u  Most fairy tales have a heroine who encounters a problem and something 
magical happens to resolve the problem and the main characters live happily 
ever after (the ideas are linked together to make a description) 

u  Do all fairy tales follow the same formula or pattern?  

u  Most fairy stories have a similar formula or pattern – they are short stories 
set in an imaginary place, at some time in the past, for example: Once upon 
a time in a land far away….. The main character is usually a girl and the hero 
is usually a man. The baddie is usually a witch or someone with magical 
powers. The scene is set, the crisis occurs, the hero intervenes and they all 
live happily ever after. (the ideas link to more than one example - they are 
generalising) 

u  +++ However there are some exceptions …..(they are thinking for themselves) 



Two additional dimensions  

u  The rubric has two additional dimensions which are important 
because they represent the gap in life experience for some children 

u  Encouraging children to think about why they read and their reading 
preferences is crucial if they are to become “readers” in the real 
sense beyond what they learn in school. They need to know why 
reading is important so do use the prompts 

u  Experiential learning is also a key factor in children’s engagement and 
ability to contextualise what they are reading – if they have never 
been to the seaside reading a story about playing in the sand may not 
make sense. 



Key points to remember 
u  Read every day with your child for at least 30 minutes – do it when they (and you) 

are fresh early in the day – they can read independently at any time and you can 
still enjoy a book at bedtime but this is real learning 

u  Ensure that children always understand and frequently revisit the “big picture” – 
what is this story about 

u  Start your learning by testing out what children know already using the rubric 
to help assess where they are 

u  Reading aloud to your child takes away the barrier of decoding and enables them 
to engage more fully with the text. Then they can read to practice their decoding 
or word reading skills. 

u  Remember to check that they understand the words they are reading especially 
words that are new or unusual  

u  Ensure your input is focussed on all the areas of reading 

u  Ensure you are using questions to check understanding and help them build 
answers incrementally by asking additional questions or seeking examples from 
the text 

u  Most of all make it fun with a feeling that you are enjoying the book and learning 
about it together – if it is a chore for you it will be a chore for them 



Every Child a Reader 
Of all the things you do to support your child during the current pandemic reading with them is 
likely to have the most impact on their future so give it all the time and effort you can 
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