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Welcome to the autumn edition of English 4–11. I am thrilled (but also slightly daunted)
to say that as the new editor of this superb journal for primary practitioners. Shadowing
Jo Bowers as she chaired the Editorial Board in January this year was an extremely
helpful introduction and I’m really pleased that she is continuing on the board. Working
alongside her and all the other knowledgeable and passionate people on the Editorial
Board is already proving to be a real pleasure.
There is an international theme to this edition to link with UNESCO’s International
Literacy Day on the 8th September. This year is the 50th anniversary of this event which
aims to mobilize the international community to promote literacy as an instrument to
empower individuals, communities and societies. Visit www.internationalliteracyday.
org to find out more around their theme of ‘Reading the Past, Writing the Future’.
Therefore, it is excellent to have articles by practitioners from Canada, China, Iceland,
New Zealand, and Spain – truly a global sharing of best practice in literacy teaching.
Alongside these there are articles focusing on children’s books in translation. These
books widen children’s and young people’s horizons; providing the opportunity to
experience excellent stories from diverse cultures. As the founder of Tiny Owl publishers
tells Jo Bowers, it is also an important way for children of immigrant parents to connect
with stories from their family’s country and culture. On the English Association web site
you can read a further article by Angela Naomi sharing some of the Australian children’s
books that Allen and Unwin seek to share with the wider world.
As the summer break recedes and we begin the new academic year I hope you find a
nugget that inspires you in the autumn term and beyond. Do get in touch at engassoc@
le.ac.uk if you would like share your literacy practice in English 4–11. Have a great term.
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International issue

Supporting comprehension
through community and family
involvement: the fairy tale tea party
Anne Burke, Associate Professor, Literacy Education and Early Learning, Memorial University, Canada
Penny Pinsent, St Mary’s Elementary School, St. John’s, Newfoundland Labrador, Canada
This article examines how Kylene Beer’s ‘Tea Party Strategy’ (2009) can be adopted in the primary
classroom to create opportunities for students and their families to establish text-to-text and text-toworld connections through cooperative learning within familiar story narratives such as fairy tales.
Bringing community leaders into the classroom encourages
supportive experiential learning opportunities that create
shared and inclusive teaching practices by which students
can benefit from the expertise provided by family members
and community partners alike.

The Tea Party plan
Tea Party is a social activity mostly used as a pre-reading
strategy, although it can be modified as an after reading
activity as a way to celebrate the conclusion of a thematic
unit or literature focused unit.

This methodology helps students cultivate their own
community agency through text-to-text and the text-toworld connections fostered by literacy skills. Including
community partners in adapted educational models such
as Kylene Beer’s Tea Party Strategy (2009) encourages
an inclusive, engaging, and empowering educational
environment for all. Seven and eight-year-old students
engaged in activities of a multimodal nature make fairytale
narratives.

Steps to Tea Party (Beers 2009)

While primary students can incorporate their understanding
of story elements when retelling a familiar story, they often
struggle when presented with application and analytic
questions such as:
What is the main message of this story, or article, or
advertisement?
Can you think of another text that has a similar message?
Do you agree or disagree with the author’s point of view?
How can educators facilitate deeper understandings within
text-to-text and text-to-world connections with students
through creative play, family and community involvement?
One way to facilitate deeper connections is for teachers
to engage their students in activities which explore the
characteristics of common text types and connect lesson
content to current events and students’ lived experience.

1. Create Cards
	Use index cards or paper to write phrases, sentences or
words from the text. Focus on insightful phrases that
reveal characters, plot, setting and conflicts.
2. Have Students ‘Socialize’
	Distribute cards and allow students to partner freely,
talking and chatting about the information. By
socializing students will gain new insights about the
information and the key relationships and themes of
the story world.
3. Return to Small Groups
	Have students meet in small groups to discuss their
predictions about the story.
4. Record Predictions
	Students should write a collaborative ‘We Think’
statement.
5. Sharing ‘We Think’ Statements
	The groups of students can share their ‘We Think’ while
teachers prompt students to explain how they reached
their prediction.
6. Read the Selection
	Have students read the text used for the Tea Party.
2
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7. Reflection and Discussion
	Allow small breaks so that students may reflect on their
predictions during and after reading and discuss how
their predictions differed from the text.
Modifying the Tea Party for your classroom:
understanding your readers and players
While in a typical Tea Party activity, students walk around
the room with cards that have a key phrase or passage
from a new text, and partner with various classmates to
discuss how their cards might relate, Ms. Pinsent’s St. Mary’s
Elementary school modifies the Tea Party activity to include
community and family participation. In this modification,
students and teachers dressed as fairy tale characters and
worked through three centres with their classmates and
invited family and community members.
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with Ms. Pinsent reading the fictional fairy tale newspaper
entry to students (Figure 1).
Following the reading, a brief discussion was held to
determine students’ initial understanding. Here, the
students were given words on cue cards and worked
together to find the appropriate word for each blank of the
cloze passage (Figure 2).

In each centre, students, their families and community
partners used text-to-text and text-to-world connections
to solve clues to discover which character was responsible
for Snow White and Sneezy Dwarf’s disappearance. An
actual tea party was organized by the children’s families
where sweets and drinks were served to add to the party
celebration of the event.
Involving experts in the field
At the first centre, students and their families worked with
the program coordinator of Newspapers in Education
from the local paper The Telegram, to piece together the
key points of an article on water pollution from Teaching
Kids News (2014). After the group worked together to
reconstruct the text, the original article was read to the class
and a summary of the key points took place.

Figure 2: part of the cloze passage with blanks

Stage One Connections: understanding the parts of
written news information to determine contemporary issue
affecting fictional story-world (text-to-text and text-to-world
connection).

Stage Two Connections: a character who uses cosmetic
products is polluting the ocean with excess product
packaging. Many products that are made with ocean water,
such as Sneezy Dwarf’s nasal spray, are now impossible to
find in the marketplace. So, Sneezy decided to go to the
ocean to fill his spray bottle and has disappeared. Snow
White has left the Enchanted Forest to find him (text-to-text
connection).

Teachers remained on-hand to facilitate the activity by
prompting students with such scaffolding as re-reading the
completed sentences, establishing context, or highlighting
syntactic cues such as the presence of proper names within
sentences. Ultimately, students solve the second clue of the
fairy tale mystery.

Linking popular television to comprehension
The final centre included a teacher-created game of
Jeopardy® that included questions on several fairy story
archetypes such as the nature of heroes, villains and magic.

Figure 1: part of the fictional fairy tale newspaper (see below)
Cloze passage activities
At the second centre, parents were introduced to cloze
passage activities, an interactive reading and writing activity
that extends reading comprehension. This section began

Figure 3: teacher created Jeopardy questions
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Following the game, students were asked to determine
which character’s name appeared most frequently
throughout the questions. Students were then able to
solve the fairy tale mystery by assimilating the information
obtained from all three centres.
Stage Three Connections: the evil queen who was focused
on beauty and disliked Snow White and the Dwarves was
the culprit contaminating the ocean (text-to-text and textto-world connections).
Resolving the Tea Party
At the end of the Tea Party, Ms. Pinsent confronted the Evil
Queen about her violations through the school paging
system. The children were deeply engaged listening to the
improvised script. Children commented that seeing the
teachers in the costumes and the role play earlier in the day
helped them to make visual connections. In the end of the
storyline, resolution was found when the queen decided to
recycle the make-up boxes, look for environmentally friendly
options and release Snow White and Sneezy. In the hallway,
cheers could be heard raised from the classrooms as the
family fairytale day came to a close.
Making it real
Over the course of the Tea Party, students were engaged
in deeper-level comprehension activities which foster the
development of text-to-text and text-to-world connections.
The Tea Party included opportunities to interact with family
members and class mates to generate communication,
inquiry, and problem-solving skills.
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Students were both able to learn about current event issues
and engage as real characters within the fictional fairy-tale
story-world through dress-play. This type of structure would
readily incorporate many comprehension strategies such as:
summarizing, sequencing, drawing inferences, comparing
and contrasting, drawing conclusions, self-questioning,
problem-solving, and relating background knowledge.
This modification invites family and community
engagement as it mimics the important home literacy
connections of socialization and building of relationships. It
is a great addition for teachers who wish to scaffold literary
experiences within personal and community connections.
Links/Resources:
Teaching Kids News:
http://teachingkidsnews.com.
This website provides age-appropriate news articles for
students at all grade levels. Teachers have the option to alter
passages to their needs before printing, creating unique
texts for their specific teaching activities.
Tea Party:
http://teachers.santee.k12.ca.us/carl/Document/Literacy%20
Lane/Tea%20Party.doc.
Description of the Tea Party Strategy, including rational and
step-by-step instructions for implementation.
Goals for Tea Party:
www.ctap4.org/infolit/reading/tea_party.doc.
Goals for the Tea Party strategy.
Tea Party:
http://coldfusion.mead.k12.wa.us/ls/subject2.
cfm?callvar=teaparty.
Description of the Tea Party Strategy, including directions
and teacher tips.
Open House Before Reading Strategy:
www.allamericareads.org/lessonplan/strategies/before/
openhouse.htm.
Description of the Open House Strategy (also known as the
Tea Party Strategy), including an overview, directions for the
activity and how to assess student performance.
Tea Party Strategy:
http://159.191.14.139/.docs/pg/.download/filename/
teachers.pps.k12.or.us/literacy/hsliteracy/TeaPartyStrat04.
pdf. Description of the Tea Party Strategy, including
preparation, steps, suggestions and variations.

Figure 4: parents and students working together

Reference
Beers, K. (2009) When Kids Can’t Read, What Teachers Can Do:
A Guide for Teachers, 6-12. Heinemann.
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Our class loves this book:
The Crocodile Who Didn’t Like Water
by Gemma Merino
Alice Manning, Class Teacher, Bylingual International School, Seville, Spain
Alice Manning describes how her involvement in the UKLA ‘Our class loves this book’ competition
provided a vehicle for developing creative approaches to using English texts in the classroom.
Teaching English in a language academy in Spain, I have
found the creative teaching of reading a challenge. As a
trained English teacher, I was used to using textbooks each
day but this wasn’t really appropriate in my new context.
What I really wanted to do, was to read story books to
children and access their imagination, while simultaneously
exploring English in a more creative way.
Contact with the UKLA
It occurred to me that maybe I should contact the UKLA
(United Kingdom Literacy Association). Two years previously
I had entered the ‘Our class loves this book’ competition
which involves exploring a book in an in-depth and creative
manner and manipulating it in as many different creative
ways as possible. The competition also encourages whole
school thematic learning centred around this key book.
Motivation is high because of the need to document all
the evidence to send to the UKLA. In effect the class works
towards a final deadline, with the possibility of sharing the
outcomes in a final presentation.
The UKLA agreed that I could enter this competition from
Spain, and with the support of my Director, I started to
research the commended books of 2015 to 2016, for 3 to
6-year-olds. Initially, this was not
an easy task. All the books were
wonderful, so finally I bought them
all – I simply couldn’t resist! The
book that really stood out as a
lovely story, but also one that
children with English as an
additional language (EAL) would
relate to and understand was The
Crocodile Who Didn’t Like Water’
(Merino 2013).
Exploring the book
To begin the creative process of exploring this book, I
wrapped it up and played pass the parcel with the children.
This was to create an initial sense of excitement surrounding
the book. As this was a totally different learning experience

for them, it seemed to work, and they were all very excited
to begin reading. However, before we could begin reading,
it was important that the children were introduced to the
vocabulary contained within the book. Once I was confident
that the class was ready to start reading, I asked them all to
make different emotion faces on pieces of round paper; one
for sad, one for happy, and one for confused, which would
then be used in the first creative process of responding to
the book.

Figure 1: emotive faces
I started by questioning the children on what they thought
the book would be about, based on its front cover. They
loved this, as it created a sense of competition between
them as to who would guess correctly. This added to
the excited air already surrounding the book and it was
definitely time to start reading! The children had been
instructed earlier to use the emotion faces that they had
made, whilst I was reading to them. Throughout, they would
raise a face to show me how they thought the crocodile was
feeling. Not only did this keep the children gripped, it also
allowed me to observe their comprehension.
At the end of reading the story, a boy named José asked if he
could take the book and read it again on his own. José was
a child who normally became easily distracted, but much to
my surprise he was completely mesmerised by the book. It
was fantastic to see him taking such an interest. I moved
over to where José was sat reading and asked him in my
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broken Spanish what he liked about the book. He replied,
‘I don’t like water, like the crocodile in the book’.
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One girl asked me for Blue Tac so that she could put the
crocodile on the wall, where we had a large picture of a
hot air balloon, allowing the dragon to fuel it. The other
children absolutely loved this and were always looking for
other places around the classroom where we could place the
dragon.
Whenever we finished for the day, the children would ask if
they could take the book home. It was so difficult to say no,
as we only had one copy, but it was lovely all the same to
see how much of a positive impact this fantastic book was
having on them, encouraging them to want to read at home.

Figure 2: the handmade crocodiles
Developing activities
After this, I could see the potential power of this project to
engage children who wanted to explore English books not
only in the classroom but also at home. Jose’s comment
also gave me the idea to design various activities about likes
and dislikes, what we could and couldn’t do at that moment,
and what we might like to be able to do in the future.
As part of our activities related to the book, I brought into
the class materials, such as felt and wooden animals, and
asked the children to make their own world. In addition,
I photocopied and laminated pictures of the crocodile from
various stages within the book. The idea was for the children
to sort the animals into the various habitats in which they
lived, for example, water, desert, forests and then use the
crocodile pictures to incorporate him into their role play.

Figure 3: sorting animals into the various habitats
In the book, the crocodile turns out to be a dragon, hence
why he did not like water. By putting him and the other
animals in situations where they would not survive or
be comfortable, it allowed us to explore further what we
liked or didn’t like and the things we could or couldn’t do.

Concluding the project
At the end of the project, we designed our own books based
on The Crocodile Who Didn’t Like Water and sent off all our
progress to the UKLA. When I found out we had won, I was
over the moon! It was such an amazing experience and was
very moving to see how all of their hard work and creativity
had resulted in us winning this fantastic prize.
After being informed that our entry had won, the UKLA
asked me to speak at the 2016 conference in Bristol and
present all the children’s achievements from the project.
This was an incredible, but slightly nerve-racking experience,
producing so many positive
outcomes. Alyx Price, who
works for the book’s
publishing company,
Macmillan, generously
offered to post out to Spain
a copy of the book for each
of the children, along with
another similar book, The
Cow Who Climbed Trees
(Merino 2015), which
featured our beloved
dragon.
On receiving the books in Spain, I was pleasantly surprised
that Alyx had also included a number of other beautiful
children’s storybooks, which I couldn’t wait to show to the
children. They were ecstatic, with one little girl, Maria, even
welling up with excitement. It was such an unbelievable
outcome and just showed how important reading had
become for the children. I am so grateful to the UKLA for
allowing these children to have had this opportunity and
giving them something that was so meaningful to them.
I have started to plan our next book already and I literally
cannot wait to start teaching it!
Children’s Books
Merino, G. (2013) The Crocodile Who Didn’t Like Water.
Macmillan’s Children’s Books. ISBN 9781447214717.
Merino, G. (2015) The Cow Who Climbed a Tree. Macmillan’s
Children’s Books. ISBN 9781447214885.
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Bridges over troubled waters:
nurturing empathy with language arts
Julie Gellner, Instructor in Language and Literacy, Faculty of Education, University of Alberta
Jill McClay, Professor Emerita, University of Alberta; Editor-in-Chief, Literacy
This article argues that through strong fiction and non-fiction children can be given opportunities to explore
difficult topics and learn that it is possible to engage positively in the world.
Contemporary children are aware of difficult, disturbing, and
often incomprehensible information in ways that adults often
wish were not so easily available. Despite the desire of adults
to protect children from information that we may consider
to be ‘developmentally’ beyond them, we cannot cordon off
childhood into a safe space. Even children whose actual lives
are peaceful and sheltered find their worldview challenged
from an early age. A crucial goal of education, therefore, is to
teach children to deal wisely and compassionately with the
difficult and unsettling ideas they will unavoidably encounter.
Canadians have acted this past year on a commitment to
welcome refugees, and our schools have become, even more
than they previously were, places where new and established
citizens meet. How do we help children relate to others
whose young lives have been so difficult? We have had many
occasions recently to think about how teachers can assist
both children of war and children of peace. The refugee crises
occurring throughout the world cause us to reflect again on a
project that Julie did with her 10-year-old pupils some years
ago.
We have always believed that excellent literature – fiction
and non-fiction alike – is a powerful tool with which difficult
or sensitive topics can be explored. Literature can teach us
to empathise with others and to hold a mirror to ourselves.
A teacher’s careful selection of high quality literature can
inspire children to a thoughtful exploration of contemporary
ideas, often through the distancing lens of history. Julie
used Karen Levine’s excellent creative non-fiction book
Hana’s Suitcase (2002) as a springboard for her students to
consider the trauma of the Holocaust as it affected young
Hana Brady. She wanted to build their historical knowledge
but also to highlight connections between the past and the
present.
Here we want to relate this teaching episode and to raise
implications it suggests for teachers and students in today’s
classrooms.

The story of Hana’s Suitcase
Karen Levine’s book tells the story of Fumiko Ishioka, who
worked at the Tokyo Holocaust Centre as a coordinator. In
an effort to make the Holocaust come alive for Japanese
schoolchildren who visit the Centre, Fumiko contacted
the Auschwitz Museum requesting the loan of any objects
belonging to children. The Auschwitz Museum sent, among
other items, a suitcase brought to the concentration camp
by a young girl named Hana Brady.
Fumiko investigated and discovered that although Hana
died at Auschwitz, her brother George survived and was
currently living in Toronto, Canada. Fumiko and George
corresponded and eventually met, and George told Fumiko
more about the Brady family. Hana’s Suitcase is both a
biography of young Hana and the story of Fumiko’s search
to learn about the child who brought that suitcase to a
concentration camp in October, 1944.

Figure 1: George and Hana Brady
The story of Hana’s Suitcase has been told in many forms.
It is a well-known story now through Karen Levine’s book, a
television documentary, a play and a film documentary (see
www.hanassuitcase.ca).
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The Hana project
During the class reading of Hana’s Suitcase, lively, heartfelt
discussions of occurrences in the book frequently emerged.
The children shared questions, reactions and concerns raised
by Hana’s predicament through literacy activities designed
to bridge their personal experiences with a child who lived
during World War II.
The Hana Project resulted in unplanned, surprising and
powerful connections that made history come alive for
the children. This literacy project began to have a life of its
own, but its components were grounded in foundational
principles of Julie’s language arts program. As she explains,
these principles include a safe and respectful learning
environment, meaningful dialogue, daily read-alouds, crosscurricular integration and multimodal response activities:
•

 reating a safe and respectful learning
C
environment.
		As an ardent reader of children’s literature, I feel
compelled to involve students in experiences,
prompted by literature, that might offer them a safe
forum to voice feelings, fears, hopes, questions or
opinions about controversial issues.
• Building capacity for meaningful dialogue.
		Dynamic, exploratory discussions require strong
communication skills. How do you begin to teach the
tools of discussion? I relied heavily on the Literature
Circles work of Harvey Daniels (2002). A critical
component of effective discussion also requires
that we practice empathetic, ‘deep’ listening – that
is, paying close attention to both the ideas being
expressed, as well as the feelings and needs that
underlie the words.
• Daily read-alouds.
		Teachers are forever trying to balance the needs
and demands of children, administrators, parents
and the curriculum. We make decisions about what
is essential or optional in our program. I chose to
read aloud with my students regularly. The power
of settling in after a busy day, breathing a collective
sigh, and sharing a piece of literature, cannot be overestimated. It is a time to luxuriate in words leaping
off the page, to ponder, to be brave and clever
beyond our wildest imaginings.
• Integrating Literacy Across the Curriculum.
		If we want children to appreciate the power of literacy
in their lives, we need to integrate it throughout all
curricular subjects. Textbooks can only go so far –
literature breathes life into factual knowledge. With
powerful literature, we read and write ourselves
into a deeper understanding of big ideas that may
otherwise seem distant and ‘dead history’ to children.

English 4–11
Learning never happens in tidy categorisations. Though we
present some of the activities and learning of the children
in these constructed categories, the power of the Hana
Project grew in serendipitous ways. Julie read chapters
of Hana’s Suitcase during the last half hour of each day.
Settling imaginatively into the story, the children were able
to wrestle with the emotional impact of this child’s life: ‘How
do you think Hana felt when she was no longer allowed to
go to school?’ ‘I wonder why Hana and George agreed to
wear those yellow stars, instead of pretending they weren’t
Jewish?’ ‘What would I pack if I had to leave my family and
never return?’ During the Hana Project, the more children
had opportunities to share their views and hone their
thinking skills, the more agile they became at mining their
initial impressions and understandings.
Hana project writing
With Hana’s Suitcase, through the story of one family – one
girl and one brother living in Czechoslovakia in the 1940’s –
Julie’s 10-year-olds began to grapple with the monumental
realities of World War II, brutality, racism, authoritarian rule,
displacement, hatred, intolerance and fear. The children
processed Hana’s increasingly desperate plight using varied
writing genres: poetry, expository text, lists, personal letters
and speeches to name a few.
James Britton’s concept of ‘writing into understanding’ was
visible in their writings; their initially tentative ideas began
to clarify as children wrote about some of Hana’s traumas.
While Hana’s fears and challenges at first seemed foreign to
the students, Julie asked them to confront their own fears
and challenges in several guided writing activities such as
‘What are your fears – when you were younger, now, for the
future?’
As children uncovered similarities with Hana, new-found
empathy and compassion blossomed and helped them
construct an intimate bridge to the past. Writing their
way into history imbued the facts of social studies with
immediate relevance for this group of learners, as well as
offering them tools for processing their emotions.
In writing into understanding, writers can be freed from
worrying about genre and form so that the focus is entirely
on their thoughts. During read-alouds of Hana’s Suitcase,
Julie sometimes asked children to do a free write to
capture the feelings or thoughts that arose for them. From
initial free writes, works of poetry and prose can later be
created. In one selection, Hana’s older brother George
tries to comfort his sister who is bereft as everything she
knows – family, friends, routines – is being taken from her.
George suggested that they should write their sadness and
frustrations on slips of paper. They placed the slips into a
bottle that George buried in their garden. ‘Life in a Bottle’
summarizes this excerpt, and then beautifully creates the
writer’s personal list of gratitude and care.

• Multimodal response.
		Multimodal responses to literature foster the
emergence of children’s diverse voices and so
enhance their communication skills.
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LIFE IN A BOTTLE – KJ
When Hana and George Brady were still living at home
in Novo Mosto, they slowly felt their lives slipping away
– all the things they depended on left them including
close friends, school, even family members. One day when
George and Hana were glumly sitting in the backyard
George came up with an idea. Why not write down the
things that have given us joy or brought them sadness?
After hours of Hana coming up with ideas and George
writing them down they had filled a bottle full of things
they loved and hated.
I found this chapter really touching, so I decided to make
a bottle myself. I filled my bottle with things I would not
take for granted in my life to-day.
Life in a Bottle
Having enough food to eat.
I hate guns.
Laughter.
The smell of my best friend Zoe’s house – the smell of
perfume and dog.
Zoe.
The feeling of safety.
Riding my pony, Sweetie.
Cino, my golden doodle’s soft fur.
The smell of horse.
My Ukrainian sweater.
The gold necklace my mother gave me.
Rainbow and Bunny – my favourite stuffs.
Licks from Sweetie.
The bad feelings of family fights.
Stone Country Farms.
Annie, a little foal at the farm.
Animals, horses and dogs.
Nature for its peace.
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Julie also used as prompts poetry, evocative photographs
and children’s artwork from the Theresienstadt Ghetto where
Hana was interned before finally being sent to Auschwitz.
Multimodal prompts enabled the children to deepen their
understandings and develop more complex responses.
I Am Afraid by Laurie Macfayden, a local poet, catalogues an
extensive list of fears she’s had as a young girl, a teenager
and an adult, and this list was a powerful catalyst that freed
the children to share their own fears. One child evoked
the trepidation she experiences when walking down a
congested street in her city.
MY WALK DOWN WHYTE
Hana
It felt like nobody was there but everybody was there.
The sidewalks were packed with people, strollers, and pets.
I walked past a bench where two men were sitting.
They had raggedy clothes and busted shoes.
They were smoking.
The strong smoke clogged my throat and burned my eyes.
Their beady eyes – just like a magnet – attached to mine.
They were glued to me until I turned a sharp corner.
Figure 4: My Walk Down Whyte

Figure 2: Life in a Bottle
‘The Future Is Ahead’ illustrates the power of metaphor
and lyrical language to console our spirits in the face of the
unimaginable.
THE FUTURE IS AHEAD – Connor James
You might want to bring sneakers, sandals too, so you
could walk to the end of the world.
Walk carefully – you might find treasures beneath your feet
~
Maybe a golden shell or a lost seahorse looking for the
water.
You could find an old friend on your way, you never know.
You might bring a pen, just to keep the great times and
loose a bad ones.
Or you might find a flower – plant it – call it your own.
I would bring the huge splash of light from my mom’s eyes.
You might bring a dog, love it, care for it, and it will be your
friend forever.
I would bring the flutter of a butterfly so it will stay alive for
ever.
Peace and love are the only things that count.
So I would be sure to bring those things along as well.
Figure 3: The Future Is Ahead

Figure 5: digital poster
Authentic engagement
The story of Fumiko’s pursuit of an artifact to make history
come alive for her students provides a vivid example of
authentic engagement with the world. Julie’s students
perhaps implicitly learned this lesson, as they made real
world connections themselves. Tangible artifacts arrived
in class. One day, a child brought a family treasure to share
with classmates: a framed, blood-stained letter that had
been written by her great-uncle moments before he was
killed in a World War II foxhole. As their school learning
connected to the wider world, children were receptive to
teachable moments to develop specific skills.
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When Julie’s class learned that Hana’s brother, George Brady,
survived the war and lived in Toronto, they were amazed by
this living connection to history. They were intrigued by a
small detail from Hana’s Suitcase: ‘What happened to that
bottle?’ the students wondered. Julie thought out loud,
‘Why don’t you write to George and ask him this question?’
One industrious student took up the challenge and
requested lessons on protocols for informal letter writing.
Amazingly, a while after her letter was mailed, a reply from
George Brady arrived at the school! George thanked the
children for their kind words about Hana, and then cleared
up the mystery of the buried bottle. The children learned
a life-long lesson about the supreme satisfactions of the
written word in general, and letter writing in particular, from
George’s generous response.

details of the fund-raising drive, a description of the Hana
Project and their hope to raise enough money to adopt an
endangered Canadian animal. In rehearsal for their public
speaking, they developed a strategy to cue each speaker by
colour-coding sections of the printed speech.

Dear George Brady
When our class read Hana’s Suitcase we were
hoping against hope that Hanna would live in the
end and return to her family, but we were wrong
and Hana died. After we read the book we thought
the story was so touching we would do a project on
it which led to this parcel we are sending along. For
the project many people decided to write poetry about
their fears and packing for the future while other
students did drawings or were in the penny project.
A goal of the penny project was to collect pennies to
represent only a handful of the 6 million Jews who
died. We collected over 30,000 pennies and put them
in a suitcase like Hana’s. Also when we read Hana’s
Suitcase a certain question came up: did you ever
dig up the bottle you and Hana buried?
Thank you for letting the world know about Hana’s
tragic story. From,
the child study center 4/5 class
Figure 6: A transcription of Sigrid’s letter to George
Another child initiated a fund-raising campaign he titled
‘The Penny Project’. He made a connection between
the Jews who were murdered in the Holocaust with the
endangered species the class was studying in social studies.
He designed a button with the slogan ‘Save a Life for the
Lives that Were Lost’ and contributed an old leather suitcase
for the project. The class used this artifact as a receptacle
for the tens of thousands of pennies eventually donated by
other children and adults in the school, along with parents,
friends and members of the community.
With the plan for the ‘Penny Project’ hatched and the
buttons created, the class wanted to officially launch the
campaign. A group of boys volunteered to speak in a school
assembly. Julie seized this moment to teach a lesson on
persuasive text. Collaboratively, the boys wrote a convincing
appeal explaining the connection with endangered species,

Figure 7: ‘Save a life’ colour coded speech
As a coda to their Hana Project, the children researched
organizations that helped endangered species, as well as
animals they wanted to support. A consensus was reached
and the class donated the $400 dollars they had raised for
the protection of Canadian polar bears.
As we wrote this article, Julie contacted one of her former
students for permission to share her work. Katherine’s
beautiful reply shows the lingering effects that teachers
rarely learn about:
That project we did on Hana’s Suitcase had a long-lasting
impact on me! I never stopped reading books about the
Holocaust and years later made plans to visit Auschwitz
with my family. Although young at the time, it fascinated
me how such an event could occur in the world and I loved
hearing the stories of light through troubling times. I am
now finishing my first year of university hoping to major
in Psychology and Sociology!!! The compassion that we
fostered in the classroom, during that project, is something
I still carry with me today. I’m passionate about helping
those less fortunate, although I still have a lot to figure out.
Best wishes,
Katherine Clark
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The horror, brutality and inhumanity of war are not issues
commonly explored in many elementary classrooms. And
yet, as this experience with Hana’s Suitcase suggests, these
ideas are on children’s minds, and many have a wealth of
untapped questions, impressions and wisdom in relation to
them. By creating a safe space, filled with friends and fuelled
by literature, Julie hoped to encourage children to explore
these concerns and to feel stronger for having done so. They
were supported in efforts to engage with the world around
them, and we believe that such positive engagement helps
children stay hopeful about their abilities to have an impact
on the world.
Teaching for now and the future
We cannot shield children from the harsh realities of life.
But we can be proactive and welcome them into open
discussions – using literature as a shared context and
provocateur for examining and constructing personal
meaning. By inviting children into a discussion of
controversial ideas, we offer them opportunities to share
and develop new perspectives on life’s challenges. The
Hana Project helped Canadian children far removed from
the Holocaust to create strong, empathetic connections
across time and helped them to understand history as a
living entity. They saw history through a personal lens, and
they understood better how innocent people get caught in
the maelstrom of momentous and terrible historical events.
Such knowledge is important for all people to glimpse in
order to build more compassionate societies.
We reflect back upon this project now, in light of a world
that seems much changed in just a few years. We see
massive refugee movements across Europe and Canada
looks to welcome many refugees. Julie’s question, ‘What
would you pack if you were leaving home forever?’ was
hypothetical in her classroom then, but is the horrifying
reality of some of the children in Canadian classrooms now.
Contemporary classrooms are, perhaps more than we like
to acknowledge, meeting places for disruptions that are not
hypothetical. Every society has cultural, societal tensions
that play out in classrooms.
In Canada, this is also a time of growing awareness of a
massive disruption of families closer to home: in 2015,
Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC)
published its long-awaited report on the residential schools
in Canada. Even within Canada, few people previously
had much of an idea of the trauma and abuse suffered
by more than 150,000 indigenous children and families
through the systematic and forced separation of children
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from their families. For more than 100 years, indigenous
children were institutionalized in ‘residential schools’ –
operated by churches and government – whose expressed
purposes were to erase indigenous languages and culture
and to impose Christianity and Western ways of being
in the world. The schools were rampant with sexual and
emotional abuse, and many children were kept from seeing
their families for years. The TRC issued 94 calls to action
to promote acknowledgement of truth and begin a path
to reconciliation. As Canadian people, institutions and
governments begin to heed these calls, we sense a time of
great possibility in Canada; we believe there is a general
desire to make a better future. For true reconciliation to
occur, however, empathetic imagination is essential, and so
we turn again to literature to consider how to bring young
people to face distressing injustices. How can a teacher
approach Hana’s Suitcase or a work of fiction that addresses
such distressing subjects?
One immediate thought we have is that we must not make
assumptions – positive or negative – about the lives of
our children. When Julie taught this project, she could be
confident that none of her young students had had to flee
home and be separated from family. Now we have children
in our classrooms whose lives mirror Hana Brady’s too
closely.
Teachers need to work closely with psychologists and social
services experts to avoid further traumatizing vulnerable
children; it is also essential to teach more privileged children
how to assist in these vitally important efforts.
The second and overwhelming thought we have is that
literature that helps children develop empathy and
understanding is essential to our teaching. We can give
children opportunities to explore difficult topics through
strong fiction and non-fiction, but we must also help them
learn that it is possible to engage positively in the world.
‘Teaching the word, teaching the world’ is not a slogan but
an imperative.
References
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Breaking through the language barrier:
the power of the incomprehensible
Liam Benjamin, Senior School Manager, Beijing, China
Liam Benjamin explores the challenge of providing access and sustaining pupil interest in English texts
when working with Chinese-speaking children in Beijing.
For the past three years I have taught 4 to14-year-olds in
Beijing. Teaching literacy to students who have English
as a second language can be pretty baffling. To meet the
challenge of using English texts we plan all our literacy
lessons around a key piece of literature so that phonics,
spelling and grammar all stem from a story book. This helps
create consistency amongst subjects and allows for fewer
distractions, also avoiding an overload of information. The
language of the children does not alter our choice when
selecting texts. In fact we deliberately do not choose
Chinese based language texts. For our younger students
we might choose a text that contains only illustrations such
as The Snowman, while our older students are given more
challenging texts such as Kensuke’s Kingdom or Goodnight
Mr Tom. At the heart of the choice is interest and mystery.
No matter what your first language is, if there is something
intriguing going on, young minds will pay attention.
Occasionally we have tricky words that the class might need
to investigate, so we save these in a word bank and find out
their meaning later. The priority is to enjoy the story first.

even audio copies of the book are often handed to parents
to take home. If a version of the text can be found in their
language we try our best to source a copy. While this might
seem extreme, parents appreciate the extra step taken
to involve them in their child’s learning. Any disconnect
between parent and child only hinders the attempt of the
school in breaking down language barriers. Equally the
child’s first language should not be ignored and we strive
to embrace and teach other students the words of their
country. The ethos of community and sharing helps the
individual feel more connected with the learning in the
classroom. This might mean labelling characters or key
vocabulary in both languages to assist with understanding.
First language labels can then slowly be removed. Resources
such as language translation picture dictionaries or even
translation applications on mobile devices can be useful.
A child who can write and express their ideas in their own
language is going to be connected to a story. We allow time
to use a translation application so that thoughts and feelings
are valued regardless of a student’s control of English.

Having multiple copies of the text helps enormously.
Providing students with time to explore the book creates
an extended association; the familiar becomes less foreign.
Likewise, we use digital copies of the book, or film versions
of the book. The premise here is repetition from multiple
sources. Asking children to build the story by using images
from the text or film or sourcing complementary images
from magazines or the internet can also help. This worked
to great effect when we taught 8-year-olds about Romeo
and Juliet. Once the story becomes familiar then it becomes
possible to add actions to the story, to step into the story
and start taking further ownership over it. This develops
confidence as students speak English in role rather than
generate their own speech. Photographing them in
character with speech bubbles to later write in, extends the
character from the imaginative into the visual and physical.

Spoken language only equates to a small proportion of how
we communicate. Understanding the variety of ways that we
can express ourselves opens doors for the children that we
teach. Working in China but not speaking the language, I have
at times felt confused and frustrated but this has forced me to
develop my ability to communicate in other ways. Losing your
tongue does not mean you cannot tell a story, it just means that
you have to find another way to captivate your audience.

The role of parents to enable language progression outside
of the classroom should not be overlooked. Most of our
parents do not speak English but when we launch a new
text, teachers take the time to host a small introduction
to parents explaining the text. Resource materials such as
word and picture cards, copies of the text and sometimes

Top tips
1.	Choose your text for the interest level, regardless of the
language.
2.	Build in time to introduce tricky words but don't make
this the focus.
3.	Use multiple copies of the book, also in various digital
formats.
4. Source images to support new vocabulary.
5.	Introduce actions or role play so that students own the
text.
6. Involve the parents and break down the barrier of fear.
7. Embrace and use first languages as support.
8.	Allow students time to communicate in any way, shape
or form.
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National expectations
and teacher autonomy
Jennifer Paine, Crofton Downs Primary School (Year 5/6 teacher – ages 8-11), New Zealand
One of the features of teaching in New Zealand is the requirement for teachers to undertake an inquiry
into their own practice each year. In this article, Jennifer Paine describes how she has developed her own
practice, particularly in using digital technology.
Assessing progress in literacy
The literacy curriculum in New Zealand reflects a mixture of
teacher autonomy, creativity and national pressures. Each
primary school develops its own curriculum using the New
Zealand Curriculum document (Ministry of Education 2007).
We also have National Standards which set expectations that
students need to meet in reading, writing and maths in the
first eight years of schooling. It is the teacher’s responsibility
to use a range of assessment tools to measure students’
progress in relation to the national standards and to provide
a mid-year and end-of-year report to parents and whānau
(family) outlining their child’s progress against the standards.
To make these decisions, teachers must use a range of
evidence and their professional expertise to make overall
judgements and determine whether students are best
described as well below, below, at, or above the national
standard. For example, twice a year, we undertake an
e-asTTle writing assessment where we take a writing
sample from each student. We go through a moderation
process as a collective, then mark the samples using
exemplars to guide us. We mark the samples based on ideas,
vocabulary, punctuation, spelling, structure and language,
sentence structure, and organisation. Each section is
marked separately using the exemplars. These, along with
anecdotal evidence inform our overall teacher judgements
(OTJs) which we make to assess against national standards.
Reading data is also based on observations, formal tests
in comprehension and vocabulary, and running records/
probes which are a close analysis on decoding, fluency and
are followed up by specific comprehension questions.
In addition to the New Zealand Curriculum, teachers are
provided with a professional tool for teachers called the
Literacy Learning Progressions: Meeting the Reading and
Writing Demands of the Curriculum (Ministry of Education
2010). This resource supports the New Zealand Curriculum
and links with the NZ National Standards. It is a reference
point for teachers to use when gathering information
about students’ needs and strengths in literacy. The tool

illustrates the knowledge, skills and attitudes students
need to be exposed to, in order to meet the demands and
standards illustrated in the reading and writing curriculum,
from Years 1 to10. The resource outlines the strong
reciprocal relationship between reading and writing; linking
vocabulary, oral language and reading and writing tasks. It
allows teachers to understand the developmental process
of literacy learning between year groups and recognises the
importance of making connections to students’ lives and
constructing meaning within authentic contexts.
Progress in reading
Reading in the junior years of primary school is centred
around the core instructional ‘Ready to Read’ series which
supports the New Zealand Curriculum for reading.

Figure 1: a book from the ‘Ready To Read’ series
The ‘Ready to Read’ books are carefully levelled using a
colour wheel, providing a gradient of difficulty. The colours
link directly with the Literacy Learning Progressions and the
New Zealand Curriculum (http://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz).
After one year students need to be working at or near green
books, to meet the reading goal of level 1; after two years,
at turquoise and after 3 years, at gold. There are a number
of other coloured levels in between, which students work
through in their first three years of schooling. There are
support materials available for teachers which explain how
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the texts can be used to engage children, as they develop a
range of strategies and respond to texts.

and increase their level of control and independence in their
writing processes and strategies.

After students have ‘mastered’ level gold, they are
introduced to ‘Junior Journals’ which support students’
transition into reading ‘School Journals’. These texts have
fewer illustrations and more compact text layouts and move
the focus from consolidating basic reading skills and letter/
sound knowledge to responding and thinking critically
about texts. School Journals are written and illustrated in
New Zealand and include New Zealand content, and a
range of text genres such as non-fiction articles, plays,
poems and fiction stories. Teachers have access to a
database (https://journalsurf.co.nz) which allows them to
easily find texts based on interests of students and use
aligned support materials to plan small guided reading
group sessions, or use them as independent tasks.

Teachers respond and adapt their instruction based on
learners’ needs. In 2016, working with 9 and 10-year-olds,
I facilitated a unit based on an element of the writing
progressions that states that by the end of Year 6 students:

Using a range of texts
I find it really valuable to have such a range of texts available
to expose children to. I think it is really important to base
learning around children’s interests, but also to expose
them to material that they might not otherwise pick up
themselves.
We are lucky to have such a wide variety of resources
available, including online texts and our own school
library where children spend time working, reading and
exploring texts. Some online material that I have used, as
well as the school journal e-books, includes Kiwi Kids News
which introduces students to non-fiction news articles
and associated and Study Ladder, a web based learning
programme developed by teachers.
One of my favourite ICT tools I have used to facilitate literacy
learning is HAPARA Workspace which can be linked through
Google Suite or Microsoft. I conducted a digitally based
unit in which children picked a reading genre they were
interested in, then were invited to a workspace I had created
associated with that genre. The workspace allowed me to
create learning intentions, post resources we had used in
small groups and develop tasks which scaffolded students’
learning around narrative texts and writing in their chosen
genre. The learning was personalised to students’ interests
and was easy to differentiate. Students really enjoyed
both the digital learning aspect, self-monitoring their own
learning and the fact they were reading and using material
that they were really interested in. In fact, they are begging
me to do a similar unit this year so I am creating novel study
units using HAPARA Workspace.
Progress in writing
The writing progressions look more broadly at the progress
of planning for writing, awareness of audience and the
purpose for writing, using a range of text forms, organising
and conveying ideas, relevance of content, responding to
feedback and making changes to writing. Teachers are
provided with examples that illustrate the sort of writing
that teachers can expect from students who are ‘meeting
the standard’. Teachers gradually decrease their support
and level of scaffolding and encourage students to build
and strengthen their ability to construct more complex texts

‘draw on knowledge and skills that include… selecting
vocabulary that is appropriate to the topic, register, and
purpose (e.g. precise and descriptive words to create a
mental image) and using written language features (such
as emotive vocabulary)… to extend or clarify meaning
and to engage their audience.’
I developed a poetry unit to engage students and provide
them with a genre where they could apply these language
skills in an authentic context. I was able to use students’
interests to hook them in and they created some incredible
poetry in the process. I had the freedom to use resources of
my choice, mainly Sandy Brownjohn The Ability To Name Cats
(1989), and this allowed me to inspire students through a
range of activities including language games, showing them
examples of other students’ poetry and exposing them to
new language features. The fact that the boys in my class
were really enjoying poetry, because they were writing
poems based on the elements, and the craze at the time was
Pokemon, was incredible. I noticed an increased interest
in vocabulary and extended our learning into spelling and
exploring word parts and meanings. The students ended up
with a book filled with their poems which we made copies
of for each classroom, and it is still a hit during independent
reading this year.

Creativity
Both reading and writing expectations for teachers leave
plenty of room for experimenting and creativity. Although
we have certain expectations to meet, we still maintain
autonomy over how we implement learning and apply our
practices. I work in a school located in a fairly high socioeconomic area that doesn’t truly reflect on the intake of our
students and school community. We do not have a ‘zone’ so
we have students from all surrounding areas. We also have
a large number of students with high learning and social
needs, which has recently been recognised by the Ministry
of Education. We are a small school and have a very tight14
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knit school community. We have very supportive families
and locals get involved with many of our events, such as our
annual gala. There is a major focus on play-based learning
and discovery SPACE in our junior pod (new entrants to Year
2). Children are encouraged to explore and create their
own learning through play, with the teacher’s role more as a
facilitator. This gives our teachers an opportunity to observe,
and pick out learning opportunities that stem from the rich
conversations between children during their discoveries.
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Developing practice
Pedagogical practices in literacy are based on a strong
knowledge and understanding of individual learners;
valuing their abilities, needs, background, prior knowledge
and lived experiences. Effective literacy practice in New
Zealand includes the use of evidence-based approaches and
instructional strategies, learner engagement, appropriately
challenging and complex texts and high but attainable
expectations. Partnerships are a big part of effective
pedagogy. Empowering students to make connections
between texts and themselves using strong links between
school, home, whanau, community and other authentic
contexts have a positive impact on student achievement.
During my teacher training I spent a lot of time researching
effective practice, theories and New Zealand education
systems and expectations. But, my practical experiences
were my real insight into how those pedagogical practices
could be applied in literacy in so many different ways. Our
National Curriculum is so broad, that sometimes it can be
difficult to know where to start, but I think that can be a
good thing when you have the theoretical understandings
to support you, and you can make informed decisions based
on the needs of your students.

Teachers also run some more traditional, structured small
group reading and writing workshops throughout the
school day. These are still based on learning that has been
going on and observed by the teacher, but also focus on
phonological awareness, print concepts and early literacy
understanding. The juniors have been strongly encouraging
parent engagement and a number of parents have been
coming in and spending time doing things like reading with
small groups or bringing in materials to inspire writing. I am
hoping to promote this more in the senior school because of
the evidence that connections made with families can have
a really positive impact on student achievement.

Teachers in New Zealand are required to undertake an
inquiry into their own practice each year. Although we are
always reflecting, these are more detailed and in-depth
inquiries informed by observations and research. I have
done two of these inquiries, looking closely at my literacy
teaching and practices, which means my pedagogy is always
adapting, with my new insights into literacy learning.
Useful websites
http://literacyprogressions.tki.org.nz.
http://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/National-Standards/Readingand-writing-standards.
http://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/The-New-Zealand-Curriculum.
http://literacyonline.tki.org.nz/index.php/Literacy-Online/
Planning-for-my-students-needs/Instructional-Series/Readyto-Ready.
http://kiwikidsnews.co.nz Kiwi Kids News.
https://www.studyladder.co.uk Study Ladder.
https://hapara.com HAPARA Workspace.
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Riveting Reads: A World of Books in Translation
by Joy Court and Daniel Hahn
Jo Bowers, Principal Lecturer, Cardiff Metropolitan University
In this article Jo Bowers explains the importance of a groundbreaking book that provides a comprehensive
guide to translated children’s literature.
In the words of Kevin Crossley-Holland, who writes the
introduction to this book, ‘Riveting Reads breaks completely
new ground and is likely to mark a turning point in the
awareness of translated children’s books’.
This is the first time
there has been a
publication that
focuses on translated
children’s literature.
Deborah Hallford
from Outside In
World, an organisation
dedicated to
promoting and
exploring world
literature and
children’s books
in translation,
says, ‘Translated
children’s literature
can broaden our horizons, helping to break down the
barriers of geography, language and race, and build bridges
between nations’, and I couldn’t agree more. This book
is a comprehensive guide to translated books covering
continental Europe, most of Africa, all of Latin America and
most of Asia. The choices are varied in genre, style, voice and
age by Joy Court and Daniel Hahn who both have extensive
knowledge of and careers in the world of children’s
literature. Quite simply, if you want to develop your own
knowledge of translated children’s literature then this is
an essential book to own. There are five different sections
to the book: under 8 years; myths, legends, fairy tales and
fables; 8-12 years; 12-14 years and 14+. Each section is filled
with books – providing information on who published and
translated it and an overview of the book – which means
you can not only get to know new titles but build up your
knowledge of the publishers and translators who work and
concentrate on this area of children’s literature. Below is an
overview of some publishers and organisations to get you
started with developing your knowledge of international
and translated children’s literature.

Publishers who specialise in translated children’s
literature:
Alma Books
Aurora Metro Books
Cinebook: The 9th Art Publishers
Book Island
Gecko Press
Pushkin Children’s Books
Tiny Owl Publishing.
Organisations who promote translated children’s
literature:
In Other Words (www.booktrust.org.uk/prizes/23) is a new
project from BookTrust to promote the translation and UK
publication of outstanding children’s literature from around
the world.
Outside in World (www.outsideinworld.org.uk) is an
organisation dedicated to promoting, exploring and
celebrating world literature, particularly children’s books in
translation since 2007.
Marsh Award for Children’s Literature in Translation
(www.marshchristiantrust.org/default.asp?V_ITEM_ID=519)
is presented biennially and recognises the best translation
into English of a children’s book published within the
previous two years. The purpose of the award is to celebrate
the best translation of a children’s book from a foreign
language into English, thereby promoting children’s
literature across different cultures, making great stories more
accessible to young readers. It also highlights the important
role of the translator, who can often be overlooked.
Chinese Books for Young Readers: (https://
chinesebooksforyoungreaders.wordpress.com/home) is an
international group of three, who read Chinese books for
young people, in Chinese and English and then blog about
them.
IBBY UK (http//www.ibby.org.uk) is the British section of
the International Board of Books for young people founded
in 1953 in Zurich as an international network committed
to supporting the growth of children’s literature across the
world.
Reference
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Beginning Literacy: an interactive and
creative approach to literacy learning
Jenný Gunnbjörnsdóttir, adjunct in literacy education, the University of Akureyri
Rúnar Sigþórsson, professor, the University of Akureyri
Ragnheiður Lilja Bjarnadóttir, specialist in literacy education, the Centre of School Development, the
University of Akureyri
Beginning Literacy is an approach to literacy education in the first two years of primary education in Iceland
(children aged 6 and 7), developed over the last ten years in a collaboration between the Centre of School
Development (CSD) at the University of Akureyri and a number of primary schools around Iceland.
Beginning Literacy (BL) is implemented in schools through
a two-year contract between each school and the CSD.
The professional development of the participating
teachers and development leaders is an integral part of the
implementation. A development leader is appointed in
each school who participates in a professional development
program for leaders, works in close collaboration with a
consultant from the CSD, and advises colleagues, runs
workshops and visits classrooms to give feedback on
teaching.

word recognition and spelling. In this phase pupils’ tasks
are derived from the text introduced to them in phase
one. In phase three the focus is on whole texts and the
reconstruction of meaning. In this phase pupils build their
own texts using the vocabulary and reading skills they
learned in phases one and two. Here pupils are encouraged
to express their own ideas, compose their own texts, write
stories, plays or poems, draw a concept map or interpret
a text by means of drawing (Beginning Literacy 2014;
Eggertsdóttir 2009).

Beginning Literacy
BL is built on an interactive model of literacy learning which
assumes that effective reading depends on interaction
between the reader and the text, where readers engage with
texts to make meaning of them based on their experience
and background knowledge, and their decoding skills for
fluent reading. BL further emphasises the development of
writing skills and the integration of reading, writing, oral
expression and listening into a literacy curriculum where
these aspects of literacy are balanced (Beginning Literacy
2014; Eggertsdóttir 2009). The approach also draws on
learning theories of constructivism and inclusive education,
where every child is meant to learn within her or his class
community by means of interdependent collaboration,
scaffolding, active learning and other means of adapting
learning to the various needs of children (Beginning Literacy
2014; Eggertsdóttir 2009).

In BL there is heavy emphasis on lesson planning for each
learning cycle. A lesson plan should explicitly state the
organisation, aims and learning tasks of each phase of the
learning cycle, and describe methods of assessment and
feedback, and how learning is adapted to the individual
needs of children. Ideally, the lesson plans should also
include ways of integrating literacy learning with other
school subjects. Active collaboration with parents is an
integral part of BL. Therefore an upcoming lesson plan,
and the book or text on which it is based, is introduced to
parents via e-mail, and there is also close collaboration with
parents to oversee pupils’ home reading.

In BL the interaction and balance between the various
aspects of literacy is achieved by moving pupils’ learning
through a sequence of three phases. In the first phase the
teacher reads an authentic text to the pupils. He or she
introduces and explains new vocabulary and encourages
discussion about selected words and the text as a whole
where pupils predict and draw conclusions in order to
deepen their understanding and establish a common
experience. In the second phase pupils deal with technical
aspects of literacy such as phonetic awareness, decoding,

The teacher builds each lesson plan on an authentic text
of their own choice, such as children’s books, poems,
informational texts or illustrations. There is no limit to the
variety of texts, but the main requirement is that the text
reflects explicit learning aims, is interesting and meaningful
for the children, links with their background knowledge and
experience, and is responsive to their cultural and social
diversity, their readiness for learning and their learning
profile.
The teacher, therefore, constantly has to ask whether the
text:
• is responsive to pupils’ experience and background
knowledge and their interest and learning needs
• offers rich and meaningful vocabulary to pupils

17

English 4 to 11 Autumn 2017.indd 17

07/08/2017 08:31:42

English 4–11

Autumn 2017
•
•

conveys messages of ethics, equity and justice
belongs to a genre that is familiar to the pupils or
whether it needs to be introduced to them.

It is imperative that pupils are made aware of their learning
aims and effective strategies to reach them, to build
their meta-cognition and learning competences. To that
end aims are displayed on classroom walls and regularly
discussed with pupils. There is an emphasis on varied
teaching methods and learning tasks, active learning and a
learning environment that encourages reading and other
literacy activities and pupils’ access to a variety of reading
material for independent reading (Beginning Literacy 2014;
Eggertsdóttir 2009).
An insight into Beginning Literacy in action
This example of a lesson plan (CSD 2017) from Síðuskóli, a
compulsory school in Akureyri, Iceland, is built on the book
Aren´t I Handsome? by Mario Raoms (2007). Two teachers
of primary year two implemented the plan for a two week
learning cycle.

describe the characters’ appearance and traits, and
discussed their meaning, for example, handsome, ravishing,
marvellous, resplendent, dreadful, and pale.
When the teachers read the story a second time, the pupils
listened for the words discussed before and waved their
hand when they recognised them. Then the teachers went
deeper into the story, discussing, for example, What is the
smell of the forest like? Is it dark or light around us? Are we
aware of some small animals moving around? Do we hear
birds singing or frogs croak? Is anybody afraid of the wolf?
And more.
The last activity in this phase was choral reading, where
one of the teachers acted as a storyteller, the first half of
the pupils recited the words of the wolf and the second half
recited the rest of the characters in the story. The teacher
raised cards to indicate who was supposed to read each
time.

The literacy aims for the two weeks were:
•
•
•
•
•

t o increase vocabulary focusing on words that describe
persons and personality
to enhance pupils’ skills in retelling a story and engaging
in dialogues
for pupils to know the following concepts: setting, main
character, secondary character, and storyline
for pupils to gain skills in retelling a story, e.g. by creating
a storyline to display as a ‘story road’ on a sheet of paper
(see Picture 8)
to exercise vocal reading and recitation.

This section does not give an exhaustive account of the
learning cycle, but offers an insight into how the cycle
unfolded, by highlighting some main events with the help of
pictures taken of the pupils working on their activities.

Picture 2: choral reading – reciting the characters of the story
Phase 2: technical aspects of literacy – analytical and
synthetic phonics tasks
Phase two set out with the teachers and the pupils
discussing questions such as: The wolf is a bit boastful, isn´t
he? Do you know more words about his behaviour? Are
these words positive or negative? Do we know any positive
words about the wolf’s behaviour? Using these questions
the teachers tried to elicit words such as arrogant, selfcentred, proud, happy, pleased, satisfied, delighted etc.
After the discussion the teachers presented the keyword –
handsome – chosen for this lesson plan. They explained the
meaning of the word and introduced the analytic activities
based on the word. The teachers had planned activities
at three difficulty levels, taking account of the children’s
individual needs and prior knowledge, for example:

Picture 1: the book used in the learning cycle – overview and
aims
Phase 1: whole text, reading aloud, summarising and
shared reading
The book was shown to the pupils, and the teachers led
them into predicting the story from the cover of the book.
Then the teachers read the book to the pupils, and discussed
the main character, the secondary characters, and storyline.
They drew the pupils’ attention to the adjectives that

•
•
•
•
•

 upils put separate letters in order to create the keyword
p
and then write it in their books
pupils find words within the keyword and make new
words by rearranging letters, and write the words in their
books
pupils find related words, synonyms or similar words, e.g.
by adding different stems to the same prefixes or suffixes
pupils classify words based on their own ideas
pupils make word collections to display on a wall.
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the right pictures, or writing their own sentence if they
like.
3.	Acting out words: pupils draw a card with a word from a
pile and act out the word. The other pupils try to find out
what the word is.
4.	Bingo with words or sentences: groups of four play
bingo with words or sentences describing characters’
appearance and traits. Pupils can choose between words
or sentences according to their reading ability.

Pictures 3 & 4:
working with keywords
Next the teachers set up a number of parallel work stations
with different activities built on the vocabulary of the story.
The pupils could choose where to start and who to work
with. Each station had instructions about how to work on
the activity and how many pupils could be there at one time.
These were:
1.	Reciting: two groups of three read the book as
demonstrated in phase one. In each group one pupil
acts as the storyteller, the next as the wolf, and the third
represents other characters. The pupils use cards to help
them remember their role.

   Picture 7:
   playing bingo

5. Give and take: a learning game where pupils give or
take cards with single words and pair them with pictures
on a game-board, according to certain rules.
6.	Spelling: pupils work in pairs. One draws a word or a
sentence from a pile and the other writes in his or her
book.
7.	Reading for pleasure: pupils choose a book to read for
themselves or in pairs.
8.	Words on cards: pupils arrange cards with single words
into sentences.
9.	The story in Puppet Pals: pupils work together in pairs
or groups of three, and use iPads to retell the story.
Phase 3: reconstructing text
To start phase three the teachers led a discussion about the
story´s setting and storyline asking questions such as: Where
does the story take place? Could it take place in Akureyri?
Or in Síðuskóli? After that they showed examples of various
books with pictures and prepared the pupils for creating
their own ‘story road’ displayed on a sheet of paper.

Picture 5: reciting

Picture 6: working with pictures and sentences from the story

Picture 8: a storyline demonstrated as a ‘story road’

2.	Pictures and sentences from the story: the pupils
reconstruct the story by putting pictures from the story
in the right order and attaching cards with sentences to

The teachers demonstrated a ‘story road’ from the story
about the arrogant wolf to scaffold pupils’ work. They
focused on the vocabulary from the first and second phase
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to show how pupils could use it to construct their own story,
possibly by stepping out of the original text.
Working on A3 paper, the pupils drew their own ‘story
roads’ individually or in pairs, either retelling the story of the
arrogant wolf or composing a new story built on their own
ideas. When the ‘story roads’ were ready the pupils retold
their stories in small groups, and one pupil in the group
recorded the storytelling on a tablet.
‘My own fairy tale wood’ was an activity for those children
who could take on more of a challenge. The pupils got the
opportunity to browse books or the internet for pictures or
words regarding fairy tales, adventures and woods. They
were given words/sentences to search for: amazing photos
in the world, amazing pictures of fairy tale forests, or my
own fairy tale. When they saw the pictures that came up,
the pupils wrote all the words they could think of. They were
encouraged to brainstorm about different environments and
surroundings and collect words to display on a wall and use
them to make a picture or a description of their own fairy
tale world.
Some concluding remarks
This brief insight into Beginning Literacy and its
implementation bears witness to a thoroughly planned
learning cycle carried out by experienced and enthusiastic
teachers. They have sound knowledge of literacy education
and excellent classroom management skills, where pupils
are interested and engaged in their learning. Their school,
Síðuskóli, exemplifies a school where BL has flourished for
a number of years with the active support of the school
leaders. When the head teacher of Síðuskóli was asked to
comment on BL she said:
‘Beginning Literacy means a lot to our school. The teachers
who use the method apply a variety of teaching methods
that enable them to adapt their teaching and learning
materials to the diverse needs of children. They find their
teaching more interesting, and the pupils happier and
better motivated than before. BL opens opportunities for
increased cooperation of pupils and the methods of BL can
be integrated into other subjects.’
When asked to reflect on BL as a teaching approach one of
the class teachers said:
‘We learned this method several years ago. Both of us
had considerable prior experience of teaching at the early
stage of the primary school, but BL opened up a new world
of teaching strategies and learning opportunities. The
teaching became more enjoyable and alive and it provides
me with a whole range of strategies we can use as teachers.
We have much more resources and opportunities to
meet the individual needs of the pupils. Another positive
outcome of BL is that the pupils are well motivated and
engaged in their learning, and seem to appreciate the
diversity of activities inherent in BL. We hardly ever hear
from pupils that they are bored or do not feel like doing
things.’

English 4–11
The preliminary results from an ongoing study of BL
(Sigþórsson 2017; Sigþórsson et al. 2014) indicate that
the development of BL has moved the literacy education
of the participating schools from a narrow emphasis on
decoding, fluency and reading comprehension to a more
holistic literacy curriculum where reading, writing and
oral expression are integrated. It has also helped to build
a clear vision for literacy and literacy teaching, leadership,
collaboration and shared responsibility for pupils’ learning.
The majority of teachers and development leaders in BL
schools who answered a questionnaire (N = 332) said that
their school’s participation in BL had improved literacy
education in Years 1 and 2 (ages 6 and 7).
In interviews, teachers who have experience of literacy
teaching before their participation in BL maintained that
they put more emphasis than before on lesson planning and
effective strategies to meet the individual learning needs
of pupils, and are better equipped to cater for the different
needs and dispositions of boys and girls. They also reported
that they use fewer simplified texts and workbooks than
before, and put more emphasis on using authentic texts and
balancing various aspects of literacy, such as oral expression,
listening, reading and writing. The change in their teaching
and learning arrangements has increased pupils’ motivation
and engagement, autonomy, self-regulation, meta-cognition
and cooperative skills (Sigþórsson et al. 2014).
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Tiny Owl
Jo Bowers, Principal Lecturer, Cardiff Metropolitan University
Tiny Owl is an independent book publisher of picture books that support a peaceful and diverse society.
They are currently working on a project called, Intercultural Bridge, pairing authors and illustrators from
different countries. Jo Bowers, recently interviewed them to find out about the ethos behind their books.
Tiny Owl is one of a few independent
book publishers of children’s literature
that specialises in publishing stories
from authors and illustrators from
around the world. Even though they
are a recently established book
publisher, they are already being talked
about and read by many. I have been
drawn to their books because I love
picture books with stories that invite discussion by the
messages and questions that arise as you read them. As
someone who works with teachers to develop philosophical
enquiry in the classroom, finding these picture books has
suddenly built up my library that I use as a stimuli for these
sessions. The illustrations in every book are beautiful and
each book has introduced me to new authors and
illustrators. I got in touch with Delaram Ghanimifard,
founder of Tiny Owl, to find out a bit more about the
philosophy behind Tiny Owl as a publisher of children’s
literature.

facilitators of visual literacy, and children love them. Also,
children are thinkers and they like to challenge us with their
deep philosophical questions.
Are all your stories retellings of Iranian stories? And if
so, what stories did you choose to publish first and why?
We started with Iranian stories, because we knew the best
stories there and the best illustrators. We chose the best
known Iranian classics like The Little Black Fish (Behrangi
2017) with its award winning illustrations from Farshid
Mesghali and stories from Rumi, the 13th century poet,
with the enchanting illustrations of Marjan Vafaian. We
liked the mix of this traditional story and the modern
take on retelling it, changing the main character (a male
merchant) to a woman. We also liked the poetic stories of
the contemporary Iranian poet, Ahmadreza Ahmadi, who
spoke of dark realities, then immediately spoke of hope
and change. We wanted to bring in the diverse artistic
illustrations of talented illustrators like Anahita Teymorian.

My first question was how and why was Tiny Owl born?
It started with a personal need. I am an immigrant, and my
nine-year-old son (at the time) was learning English and
starting to explore English picture books in 2010 when
we came to London. We found many excellent books in
the library, but almost none of them reflected the diverse
community he was now living in. None of them had
anything about his cultural background. I started to wonder,
do I want him to grow up without any knowledge of Rumi,
Ferdowsi, and the rich Iranian literature? How many Iranian
children are living in the UK and around the globe? How
many second generation immigrants can’t read the literature
in the original Persian language? This made me think and
start the journey. But as we started I realised that I don’t
think our books are targeted at a specific ethnicity and
ignore the others. We are not only about Iranian children or
other minorities. We are about a peaceful diverse society.
We want to play our part to enrich the children’s book
industry with art and literature from around the world.
I think we tend to underestimate children’s understanding of
art and philosophical literature. Picture books are excellent

So we started with Iran, but never wanted to limit ourselves
to one culture. That’s why we are starting a project called
‘intercultural bridge’, pairing authors and illustrators from
different countries. We want to see a story from different
cultural angles. The first book of this project was published
with Pippa Goodhart as a British author and Ehsan Abdollahi
as an Iranian illustrator. And we are expanding on our
translation books and bringing in books from different
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countries now. We want our stories to be meaningful and
we value the sophisticated artwork of our books.
Did you always plan that the stories would be picture
books too? Can you tell me a little bit about the process
of selecting a story through to the end product?
We always knew we wanted to publish picture books. We
work with illustrators in a few different ways. Sometimes
they come up with an idea and send their work to us to
consider. This is when the illustrations come before the
story. We try to find an author to retell the story, if we feel
the story still needs retelling. If we have the story first, we
think about the best illustrator to work on the artwork. We
send the story to the illustrator and ask for a concept sketch
and then a story board. Then the work can go back and
forth between us, the illustrator and the author to make
changes and create the final version.

English 4–11
of When I Coloured in the World (Ahmadi 2017) once, and
we asked children to use their favourite colour to change
something they didn’t like to a better thing. One of the
children changed ‘egg’ to ‘ham’ and another one changed
‘stupid’ to ‘loved’.
And finally, how did you decide on the name, Tiny Owl?
I was inspired by seeing a picture of a cute little baby owl.
For us, Tiny Owl signifies ‘children’ and ‘knowledge’. We like
to see our books as little birds spreading knowledge, and
our audience our knowledgeable children.

I agree that all the stories I have read by Tiny Owl are
universal stories for everyone with messages for both
children and adults.  Do you have any experiences of
taking the books into schools and libraries to share
with children and if so can you share any of these
experiences?
We’ve had some great events for children in libraries and in
book festivals and we’ve read many of our titles to children.
I love it when children ask unexpected deep questions
after a story. I remember especially after reading The Parrot
and the Merchant (Marjan 2017) to children, they talked
about how love brings about the idea of freedom. After
reading that story a child asked me why the merchant in the
illustrations was so big and the servants were tiny! Children
can recognise all the details. And the ideas they come up
with are lovely. We had a crafts session after a reading

Children’s books
Ahmadi, A. (2017, illus. Ehsan Abdollahi) When I Coloured in
the World. Tiny Owl. ISBN 9781910328224.
Behrangi, S. (2017, illus. Farshid Mesghali, translation, Azita
Rassi) Little Black Fish. Tiny Owl. ISBN 9781910328194.
Marjan, V. (based on a fable by Rumi) (2017) The Parrot and
the Merchant. Tiny Owl. ISBN 9781910328255.

Alex Cyrson, age 11, reviews of one of my favourite Tiny Owl books and she captures beautifully the
essence of the books Tiny Owl publish: great stories full of beautiful illustrations with universal themes
about life that inspire you to ask questions and discuss them.
A Bottle of Happiness
Author: Laleh Jafferi
Illustrator: Ali Khodai
ISBN 9781910328170

One mountain, two sides, what happens when the affluent
and the penniless mix? Can one small boy change the fate
of those very different people? Can happiness really be
transported in a bottle? This imaginative story will have
you hooked from the very first page. The perfect blend
of distinctive and original but exquisite illustrations will
transport you to another world. It is the ideal combination
of light-hearted fiction with morals (like the importance
of friendship and true values in life) thrown in for good
measure. I would recommend this story to children of all
ages; it is an excellent book, whether you’re talking family
fun or even a reading session in class. This is a heartwarming story for everyone and it will certainly pull all of
your heart strings. It is so eye catching and attractive it is
the first book I would pick off a crammed bookshelf.

22

English 4 to 11 Autumn 2017.indd 22

07/08/2017 08:31:46

English 4–11

Number 61

In brief…
LITERARY CALENDAR

SEPTEMBER 2017
International Literacy Day 2017, takes place on Friday,
September 8th. Find out more at
https://worldliteracyfoundation.org.
Roald Dahl Day 2017, takes place on 13th September and
the Dahlicious Dress Up Day is part of this. Dress up and
raise money for Roald Dahl’s Marvellous Children’s Charity.
Find out more at www.roalddahl.com/charity/fundraisingand-events/dahlicious-dress-up-day.
National Poetry Day, takes place on Thursday 28th
September and everyone is invited to participate by
enjoying, discovering and sharing poetry. The theme is
Freedom. Find out more at http://nationalpoetryday.co.uk/
wp/freedom-poems and http://poetrysociety.org.uk
OCTOBER 2017
Libraries Week, takes place on the 9th to 14th October and
replaces National Libraries Day, previously held in February.
This is an annual showcase of all the creative, innovative
and diverse activities that libraries have to offer. It is
organised by CILIP, the library and information association
(www.cilip.org.uk). Find out more at the dedicated website
www.librariesweek.org.uk.
Family Learning Festival, the biggest annual celebration
of family learning in the UK takes place from 14th to
29th October. It’s a national celebration to mark and
inspire a love of learning in family life. A massive variety
of organisations put on brilliant and creative events that
showcase ideas and learning opportunities for families. This
year’s overarching theme is Start Your Adventure with the
related strands of Get Crafty, Explore More, Try Tech and
Life Skills. The Festival is co-ordinated by the Campaign for
Learning (www.campaign-for-learning.org.uk) the charity
that aims to build a culture of learning everywhere. Find out
more at www.familylearningfestival.com.
NOVEMBER 2017
National Non-Fiction November,
with the theme of The World Around
Us, aims to celebrate and promote
reading non-fiction for pleasure with
a focus on natural environments. Find
out more, discover events and follow
what is happening on the Federation of
Children’s Book Groups website (www.fcbg.org.uk/nationalnon-fiction-november) and on Twitter. These activities will
also tie in with the SLA’s Information Book Award and
The Royal Society’s Young People’s Book Prize, which is
awarded to the best books that communicate science
to young people. Discover more about this award at:
http://royalsociety.org/awards/young-people.

Waterstones Children’s Laureate
Lauren Child, artist and author-illustrator of the Charlie and
Lola and Clarice Bean picture books is the new Children’s
Laureate. On taking on the post she remarked that ‘children
today need more freedom to dream and imagine’.
The retiring Laureate Chris Riddell has now become the
President of the School Library Association. The author
and illustrator has been a champion of libraries, and school
libraries in particular, so he is delighted to take on this new
role where he can continue to be active in his support of
school libraries and reading for pleasure.
SLA Information Book Award
All school librarians’ can vote for the Children’s Choice
winners up to the 16th November 2017. Each organisation
can submit votes online for one or more of their reading
groups’ favourite books in each category (Under 7s, 7-12 and
12-16) and for their overall favourite. The short list and more
information can be found at www.sla.org.uk/informationbook-award.php.

UKLA Book Award Winners 2017
These unique awards are the only awards to be judged
entirely by teachers. Their choice of winning books is guided
by the criteria ‘enhance all aspects of literacy learning’.
The winning book for the 3 to 6 category was There’s a
Bear on My Chair by Ross Collins published by Nosy Crow.
The Journey written and illustrated by Francesca Sanna,
published by Flying Eye Books, won the 7 to 11 category
and the winning book in the 12 to 16+ category was The
Reluctant Journal of Henry K Larsen by Susin Nielsen. It was
published by Andersen Press.
UKLA: Finding and Sharing Pleasure in Reading
This UKLA conference takes place on Saturday November
11th at the Ash Grove Academy, Macclesfield. It aims to
help you develop your knowledge of children’s literature
and create an authentic, flexible and interactive reading for
pleasure pedagogy that supports young readers. Find out
more at www./ukla.org/conferences.
Help, I’m in Charge of the School Library! (primary
version)
This SLA one day training course for primary school teachers
and support staff takes place at Heath Educational Books,
Sutton, Surrey on October 11th 2017. Find out more at
www.sla.org.uk/regional-courses.
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Reviews

Editor: Brenda Marshall,
SATIPS Council

The English Association website has more reviews of recent publications: see
www2.le.ac.uk/offices/english-association/primary/ea-plus/book-reviews-1
The Elephant’s Umbrella
Tiny Owl (tinyowl.co.uk) ISBN 9781910328170

Laleh Jafferi Illustrated by Ali Khodai
£12.99

A colourfully illustrated picture book that has a very short and simple story with a heartwarming theme of generosity at its core. Elephant loves his brightly coloured umbrella that
gets taken away from him by a gust of wind one day and lands with other jungle animals who
want the umbrella for themselves. The umbrella asks each animal the question, where will you
take me if it rains and each time they want to keep the umbrella to themselves so umbrella
doesn’t stay. The story invites you to explore kindness and altruism and would be perfect with
young children for philosophical enquiry and PSHE.
JB
Hello Atlas
Ben Handicott Illustrated by Kenard Pak
Wide Eyed editions (www.qed-publishing.co.uk) ISBN 9781847808493 £16.99
This large format book is an interesting combination of geography and language. The basic premise
behind the book is to introduce young readers to the wealth of different languages that exist in
the world, and where they are located. For each continent, we are given a brief history of how its
languages developed, for example the trans-Himalayan, Indo-Aryan and Semitic languages of Asia.
A map of the continent is provided, showing the geographical location of each of its languages.
We then meet individual children from each country, greeting us with their words for, such as
‘Hello’, ‘Pleased to meet you’, ‘My name is... or ‘Goodbye’. We meet many languages most of us have
probably never heard of, such as Garifuna, Yup’ik, Zuni, Tarahumara or Purepecha, all from North
or Central America. In order to know how to pronounce each language, it is possible to download a free app to hear them
spoken (though having done this my own technical skills weren’t then good enough to find where my computer had stored
it!) As an interesting reference book this would be a useful addition to a school library. Age range 6 – 9.
PD
Women in Science: 50 Fearless Pioneers Who Changed the World Written & illustrated by
Rachel Ignotofsky
Wren and Rook (www.hachettechildrens.co.uk) ISBN 9781526360519 £12.99
This fascinating book introduces the reader to 50 of the most notable women in the fields
of science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) from the ancient to the
modern world. The scientists come from a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds, nationalities,
orientations and cultural traditions. There are pages on trailblazers such as Ada Lovelace, Marie
Curie and Jane Goodall, and less well-known scientists such as Alice Ball, who discovered a
cure for leprosy and Katherine Johnson, the African-American physician and mathematician
who did most of the calculations on the path for the first manned mission to the Moon in 1960.
Ignotofsky describes some of the difficulties that women in science have faced. As recently as
the 1930s, Barbara McClintock had undertaken groundbreaking work on genetics at Cornell University. At the University
of Missouri she was given little support with her research. She was considered a troublemaker for wearing trousers and
working late with students. The dean threatened to fire her if she ever got married or left the university. Eventually she left,
and went on to discover jumping genes. She gave a lecture about her discovery in 1951, but no one believed her. Over 30
years later she was awarded a Nobel Prize for her work. Beautifully illustrated with striking modern artwork, the book also
contains infographics about topics such as lab tools, statistics about women currently working in STEM fields, a timeline
and a scientific glossary. It will inspire both girls and boys to overcome obstacles and pursue their dreams.
BM
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Twist of Tales
Julia Donaldson Illustrated by Peter Bailey
Barrington Stoke (www.barringtonstoke.co.uk) ISBN 9781781125700 £6.99
A new publication from Julia Donaldson is always a treat and this is no exception. It is produced
as part of Barrington Stoke’s Little Gem series, aiming to bring quality children’s literature to
the younger reader who is gaining independence. The book offers a collection of three folk
tales retold by Donaldson in age appropriate language but skilfully maintaining their richness
and quality of language. The first tale comes from Wales and tells the beguiling story of a king
and his enormous furry ears; the second an English story about a strange dream and the third
a Russian tale about a clever girl and a king. All of the stories are held together by the genre’s
theme of lessons to be learned from stories and by Donaldson’s skill as a storyteller in retelling
them in an engaging yet accessible way. The book is charmingly illustrated by Peter Bailey (His
Dark Materials) who effectively captures the simplicity of the stories alongside the emotions being portrayed. There is also
a rather fun word search on the inside cover which certainly absorbed me when I should have been doing other things!
Highly recommended for the KS1 library.
LS
Bijan and Manije
Ali Seidabadi
Tiny Owl (tinyowl.co.uk) ISBN 9781910328149 £12.99

Illustrated by Marjan Vafaian

This could be one of the oldest stories you have ever read! It is a retelling of a traditional,
originally oral, Persian (now Iranian) tale, dating from the 10th century when this and other
stories were collected into The Book of Kings. Set in a time when the kingdom of Iran was at war
with its neighbour Turan, with two very different kings in charge of the countries, a series of
events brings the young knight Bijan in contact with Manije, the daughter of the enemy king.
Just like Romeo and Juliet, the two fall in love but we can look forward to a happier ending
where the power of love overcomes evil. There are opportunities to talk about values, the
futility of war, the virtue of goodness and the use and abuse of power. The vibrant illustrations
echo the richness of the language and have an unusual and distinctive style that complements the exotic location. It
would be fun to ask children to choose sections of the story to illustrate, either using the style of the book, or one of their
own, and displaying these in order as prompts for the children’s own oral storytelling, perhaps adding dialogue and further
detail. Age range 6 – 9.
PD
Snail Mail
Written & illustrated by Sharon King-Chai
Hodder Children’s Books (www.hodderchildrens.co.uk) ISBN 9781444922547 £12.99
Who does not love receiving a postcard? An interactive, bright and cheery hardback, in
which we are taken on a world tour by a snail, will delight and inform KS1 readers. Sam
the seashell receives postcards from his brother Tiger from the USA, Brazil, India, Japan and
France. Children will enjoy opening the envelopes and retrieving the postcards which include
facts and information about the destinations. The inside covers of the hardback also contain
world maps so that readers can follow Tiger’s adventure. A variety of seaside creatures are
introduced and the illustrations are fun and appealing using mixed media. The final surprise
envelope contains a 5th birthday card for Sam.
EJ
Adelaide’s Secret World
Written & illustrated by Elise Hurst
Allen & Unwin (www.allenandunwin.com) ISBN 9781743369425 £12.99
I found this story totally uplifting and heart-warming. It tells the story of Adelaide alone, watching
others from her window, going quietly through their day alone, just like her, until one day she goes
out and meets someone just like her and everything comes alive. From this moment she is able to
share this joy and see how it helps others who were alone, to come alive too. It is a very short story
that children of all primary ages can enjoy reading aloud, getting to know the character of Adelaide
and also to prompt questions and discussions about being alone, friendships, individuality and
creativity. Each page is a like a beautiful painting and the colours change as the mood of Adelaide
changes throughout the book. Elise Hurst is an author and illustrator from Melbourne, Australia.
JB
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Six Blind Mice and an Elephant
Otter-Barry Books (otterbarrybooks.com) ISBN 9781910959428

£11.99

Jude Daly

Based on a classic Indian fable, here is a fascinating tale about the whole being more than the
sum of the parts. Set in the South African countryside and using a rich, extensive vocabulary
with beautiful, warm, glowing illustrations, each of the blind mice touches only one part of the
elephant. In an exploration of the sense of touch, each mouse declares its own interpretation of
the friendly beast. An elephant is like a rope, a snake, a wall, a spear… The story provides a good
starting point for a discussion on the senses, perspectives and perceptions of first impressions. A
truly lovely book to be enjoyed by KS1 readers.
EJ
Hug Me, Please!

Written & translated by Przemyslaw Wechterowicz
Illustrated by Emilia Dziubak
Words and Pictures (www.quartoknows.com) ISBN 9781784937751 £11.99
This publisher’s three focuses: imagination (to inspire it in children), innovation (to encourage
children ‘to create not just imitate’) and inspiration, so that children want more from books and
even from life they claim, are laudable aims. In this charming, straightforward tale, two of those are
certainly evident. The youngest readers will thoroughly enjoy the notion that father bear and his
son, after breakfasting on honey, decide to begin their day by hugging Beaver. So begins a journey
through the forest giving hugs to unsuspecting creatures who are unsurprisingly a little nervous
about receiving a bear hug! After weasel, hares, the big bad wolf, an elk and even an unsuspecting human hunter, the two
suddenly realise they have each forgotten someone really important.
The pace of this lovely book echoes the bears’ path through the woods and meadows. I thought for one moment a
different note was to be struck as the anaconda agreed to a hug, but there is nothing but genuine friendship and warm
affection in these pages. The text is beautifully augmented by the delightful illustrations of Emilia Dzubiak. While facial
expression in the bears is somewhat limited, there is no doubting that daddy bear carries real weight and yet the hugs
are given with great delicacy and care. Early Years children will be able to imagine this scene with ease and be inspired to
create other walks for this duo in other settings. They will also enjoy talking about how important it is to be able to show
our feelings, especially when they are so positive. For any Polish EAL children, there is a delightful animation of this book in
their home language on Animoon.
SB
The Little Black Fish
Tiny Owl (tinyowl.co.uk)

Samad Behrangi Illustrated by Farshid Mesghali
ISBN 9781910328196 £12.99

This is a powerful and remarkable story that is a short story within a picture book. Little Black Fish
decides to swim out of the pool that his other entire fellow fish swim around in day in, day out, too
scared to do anything other than their set routine. They try to scare Little Black Fish into staying and
doing the same but he is determined to see what is out in the rest of the world. The whole story is
his journey and is filled with wonders and dangers until he finally reaches the sea. It is a story within
a story as the tale of the Little Black Fish is being told as a bedtime story by an old fish to her twelve
thousand grandchildren. Once again, another beautifully illustrated story from Tiny Owl that offers
opportunities throughout to question and think about life. This very short review doesn’t give justice to just how much this
story is an allegory for life for both children and adults.
JB
All the Wild Wonders Poems of our Earth
Wendy Cooling Illustrated by Piet Grobler
Frances Lincoln Children’s Books (www.quartoknows.com) ISBN 9781847809940 £6.99
This is a new edition of a beautiful anthology, first published in 2010. Wendy Cooling has chosen
over 30 poems that highlight the beauty of our planet and the threats to our environment. The
poems are by a wide range of authors who span the globe, including Grace Nichols, William
Blake, Benjamin Zephaniah, Ogden Nash, Thomas Hardy, Wes Magee, Valerie Bloom, and Alan
Brownjohn. Sensitive watercolour illustrations by Piet Grobler help convey the feel of the different
countries. This is one of my favourite anthologies. The poems encourage children to think about
our world. It is an excellent addition to a KS2 class or school library.
BM
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The Lumberjack’s Beard
Templar (www.templarco.co.uk)

ISBN 9781783706884

£6.99

Duncan Beedie

The essence of this picture book’s message lies starkly in its endpapers: the awful bleakness of
deforestation compared with the lushness of trees and woods. But this is no preachy book, instead
it is a humorous and heart-warming story of how big, burly, bearded Jim Hickory is forced to face
up to the effects of his daily tree-felling. Consecutive encounters with a cross bird, a porcupine
and a beaver who have all lost their homes so play on his conscience, that he rehouses them
with no thought to his personal comfort! When his solution becomes untenable, Jim is forced to
rethink his strategy along with his daily labour. Simple, stylised illustrations in warm earthy colours
cover double page spreads or pepper the text to augment the reading and meaning. There is a tongue-twister quality to
‘limber up if you’re a lumberjack’, a delightful expectation in such rhythms as ‘chop-choppety-chop’ or ‘peck-peckity-peck’ and
the lists of activities which follow ‘after a long day of....’ will all delight Reception and KS1 children and would easily inspire them
to think of their own. This book would lend itself to being shared during an environmental project, would encourage children
to find out more about forest creatures, uses for wood, alternative materials, even to engage in their own tree-planting. Bark
rubbings, leaf identification, habitats and food chains... oh there is so much inspiration in such a text.
SB
What on Earth? Water Explore, create and investigate Isabel Thomas Illustrated by Paulina
Morgan
QED publishing (www.quartoknows.com) ISBN 9781784935542 £8.99
This is a brilliant book for primary aged children either at school or at home. Packed with information
about water in daily life from weather, to how it sustains life and its importance to the planet, this is
perfect for ‘dipping’ into. Information comes in bite sized chunks, generally in coloured shapes on the
page in an appealing child-friendly font and is augmented by clear, simple diagrams and illustrations.
There are some excellent investigations throughout which can be carried out in most kitchens or
classrooms to allow children to find out for themselves how to make icebergs, clouds or water filters
and rain gauges. They can be water detectives or be more creative with drawing secret salt pictures
or making a garden pond. There are even some water poems and the legend of Tiddalik to enjoy.
This and its companion book about wind are perfect for encouraging children to appreciate the natural world around them
and, in this case, to understand the precious nature of this resource. The contents, index and glossary all help to make it easy
to navigate and the colours and style of drawing add to the enjoyment. It provides plenty of opportunity for discussion,
collaborative investigation and creative thinking and would be a welcome addition in class libraries from Y1 to Y6.
SB
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