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Introduction

This booklet explores the importance of talk for reading. It focuses on
the processes involved in being a reader, and considers these alongside
our growing understanding of the significance of talk for teaching and
learning. It looks at how we can make the most of the power of talk to
make explicit the reading process, and deepen understanding within a
classroom culture that actively engages and motivates children to read.
Teachers in many schools share a firm commitment to the children in
their classrooms being truly literate. They know the importance of children
being readers, and are passionate about their enthusiastic engagement
with the wonderfully enriching world of texts. Talk for Reading has been
written as a result of learning from the practice of some of these teachers. It
explores a range of approaches drawn from the classroom and supported
by research that have enhanced and enriched reading for children.
Particular thanks go to Sally Wood at Chaddesley Corbett CE Primary
School, and Nikki Marsh at St Andrews CE Primary School, Nesscliffe who
generously gave their time to share their thinking and practice. They have
embraced Talk for Reading and are excited by the significant potential of this
approach. Thanks also go to Sarah Worthington at Malpas Alport Primary
School for her encouragement and many of the photographs. We hope that
many schools will benefit from their significant contribution to this book.

Why talk for reading
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Being able to read well matters. It can significantly impact on success in
school and beyond (Clark and Akerman, 2006), genuinely extend children’s
horizons, take them into imagined worlds far beyond their own experience,
and make possible endless opportunities to explore new areas of learning,
thinking and ideas. The power of reading is immense, and we want children
to be able to take full advantage of the benefits, pleasure and enjoyment
that it has to offer.

At a time when standards of reading as measured by end of KS2 SATs have
plateaued, and there is unease about our international standing in the
reading league tables, there is significant interest in how we can ensure
high standards of reading. Alongside this concern, the importance of language
for learning is being given greater prominence. Talk can externalise the
thinking processes involved in being a reader, enable children to internalise
cognitive strategies, and articulate their thoughts feelings and ideas. As Mercer
observes, talk is at the heart of every teacher’s toolkit, immediately accessible
and infinitely versatile. Used well, he argues, it can extend the ways children
think and make possible new and deeper understandings (Mercer, 2000).
The focus here is on three key interrelated aspects of reading, each of
which requires a different pattern of talk. However, it is the interplay
between all three that is particularly potent. By effectively modelling and
scaffolding strategies for comprehension, children can literally see what
reading entails and draw on these approaches as they read together and
independently. The intention is not to identify and teach a pre-packaged
set of skills that are practised and applied in a mechanistic way, but to
recognise the need for teachers to know and be able to articulate what is
involved in reading beyond decoding.
The second part of the book considers ways of developing a classroom climate
that positively influences motivation and engagement, and the role of
teacher-to-child and child-to-child talk in building a community of readers.
Smith describes literacy as a ‘complex social act, reliant on custom, purpose
and expectation in the various shifting communities to which learners
belong.’ (Smith, 2010: 62). The culture of the classroom and social practices
at school will influence children’s view of reading and their willingness to
share their thinking. This part looks at how well-chosen quality texts provide
authentic contexts for talking together and offer meaningful opportunities
for children to be engaged in enquiry. As we get the ethos and dynamics
right, talk can become collective, reciprocal and supportive. Ideas will not
merely be exchanged, but extended, built upon and refined. Where active
participation becomes the norm, reading becomes empowering.
The third part considers ways of enabling children and teachers to talk
their way into understanding in a productive way. Language provides a
powerful means for extending and refining thinking. Children need to be
able to shape and articulate the thoughts they are forming in their minds
and inter-think with others (Mercer, 2000). They need to have the language,
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the vocabulary and syntactic skills to do this. Alexander (2005) has highlighted
the importance of building children’s capacities to ‘narrate, explain, instruct,
question, respond, build upon responses, analyse, speculate, explore,
evaluate, discuss, argue, reason, justify and negotiate, and to judge when
each form of talk is most appropriate’ (p 24). Talk for Reading considers
how the ways of thinking that good readers employ can be learnt and
embedded, and suggests ways of moving beyond the teacher-directed
question and answer-type sessions that can become the norm in a busy
classroom.
Each of these three elements taken separately can play an important part
in developing experienced readers. However, I am convinced that it is the
interplay between all three that is particularly potent: explicit modelling
and teaching of reading strategies; promoting a positive climate and a
reading for pleasure pedagogy based on social dynamic; and developing
ways of thinking that will change, extend and enrich the way children
think when they read. If the research on thinking and learning is right,
and that by enabling children to develop new ways of talking we can extend
the way they think (Mercer, 2000), as we positively influence children’s
interactions with texts, we can foster skills, attitudes and ‘habits of mind’
(Smith, 2012: 2) they can take with them into the future.
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