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The President’s Message 
Roger McDonald

A welcoming, supportive 
and motivated community 

As I write this, the United Kingdom has experienced a period of change both politically and 
constitutionally. Change often brings time to reflect on the past, consider the present and project to 
the future. 
 
Colleagues who were able to attend the International Conference in Birmingham experienced another 
exceptional programme curated by Professor Debbie Myhill, which gave dedicated space for the practitioner 
voice to be heard and celebrated. In addition, the range of research papers, workshops, lectures and 
symposiums showed how vibrant the association is in advancing literacy education, not only in the UK, 
but internationally. It was pleasing to read the evaluations of the conference which we have already started 
to action for Exeter 2023 but the collegiate, welcoming and friendly nature of the UKLA conference clearly 
came through with comments saying: 
 

As always, the UKLA conference is inspirational, informative and above all, warm and welcoming. 
It is like a gathering of friends, as well as a colloquium of experts. 
 
First time I have been and can say this is the most welcoming conference I have ever been to. 
Thank you! 

 
The book awards are always a highlight of the conference, and the 2022 winners were announced on 
Saturday 2nd July. It was fantastic to hear from the teacher judges who spoke with passion, knowledge, 
and enthusiasm about the shortlisted books. Do have a look at our website for a full list of the shortlisted 
books and winners. At this time it is pertinent to reflect on the importance of the UKLA book awards and 
reiterate the voice of Christine Lockwood, Chair of the Book Awards, who noted:  

The United Kingdom Literacy Association is very proud of its annual Book Awards, now in their 
fourteenth year. Ours is the only children’s book awards judged entirely by teachers, who sign up as 
teacher judges from a different UK location each year. At a time when other organisations are 
withdrawing support for children’s book awards, the UKLA is determined to celebrate the vital role 
that newly published and contemporary work can have in the education and development of 
children and young people. 

 
We are busy working on a range of resources, events, and conferences to enrich our work focused on 
research-informed literacy education. In November we are holding our second conference tailored for 
student teachers and early career teachers. The focus is on Reading Comprehension, and we are delighted 
that Wayne Tennent, Fiona Mayne and David Reedy will be leading the sessions. There are also a plethora 
of Special Interest Group events taking place. I would encourage you to join a SIG if you have not already 
and to promote the range of groups too other members. We are grateful to committed members who 
facilitate the following groups:  
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• Literacy and Multilingualism SIG 

• English in Initial Teacher Education (ITE) SIG 

• Teaching Writing SIG 

• Critical Literacy SIG 

• Participatory Approaches in Literacy Research SIG 

• Everyday Literacies SIG 

• Storytelling SIG 

• UKLA Postgraduate Student Research Network 

• OU/UKLA Teachers’ Reading Groups 

• Teachers’ Writing Group 
 
Looking forward, UKLA and the Open University are piloting a brand-new Reading for Pleasure Quality 
Mark. The RfP quality mark focuses on establishing, embedding, and evaluating the impact of reading for 
pleasure within school setting, evidencing how RfP is:  

1. Promoted in the values and ethos 

2. Engaging for the whole community 

3. Embedded across the curriculum 

4. Established through CPD 

5. Centred in ensuring  equality and diversity 
 
In partnership with the Open University, we are working with four schools in the pilot year: Henley Green 
Primary School, Whiston Worrygoose Primary School, Carclaze Primary School and Blakesley Hall Primary 
School. The scheme will then be launched next academic year for schools to enter. Do keep an eye out 
for updates! 
 
We begin this new academic year in a strong position to champion the advancement of literacy education 
within a welcoming, supportive, and motivated community of literacy educators, researchers and literacy 
professionals. Thank you, as ever, for your ongoing support. 

UKLA Ambassador, John Hodgson shares his 
highlights of the UKLA International Conference 
 

I attended the 2022 UKLA International Conference 
in Birmingham with high expectations, and I 
wasn’t disappointed. As editor of English 
in Education, I was keen to connect 
with people in real life rather than 
across the internet. 
 

I haven’t the space here to reflect on all the sessions 
I attended, so I’ll focus on just two that seemed to 
encapsulate the breadth and depth of literacy as we 
are coming to understand it.  
 
Gemma Moss's keynote on the first day of th 
conference, "Knowledge Making in a Crisis”, 
grounded us in reflecting on our shared history of 
the pandemic. Gemma drew on several research 
projects that investigated what primary schools were 
actually doing under these novel conditions, against 
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a media discourse that often criticised teachers. The 
education system in England, unlike those in Scotland 
and Wales, prioritises curriculum “delivery" as its 
key function, but the experience of the pandemic 
made teachers and schools adjust their priorities. In 
many schools, health and welfare became key issues. 
Families living in poverty turned to their children's 
schools as a vital source of support. Teachers taught 
remotely with unfamiliar technology but used their 
knowledge of their communities to attract students 
to participate. Phonics instruction and reading for 
pleasure continued, although the changed conditions 
afforded fewer open-ended writing activities. However, 
national policy continued to prioritise”delivery", 
discounting the knowledge of teachers on the ground 
in favour of short-term outsourced "catch up” agencies.   
 
I was pleased to meet Navan Govender, who gave the Saturday keynote, as next year he’ll be co-editing a 
special issue of English in Education on Critical Literacy and Social Media. Navan titled his presentation 

"We are all semioticians”. We interpret the world in 
idiosyncratic ways, but literacy is not merely a matter of 
individual knowledge. Meaning making happens within a 
socio-cultural context, and the way we interact with texts 
and with the world depends on who we are and where we 
belong. An important function of literacy education, Navan 
argued, is to take an intersectional approach to social and 
political identities, to challenge the limits of an individual 
perspective. Navan gave examples from two projects that 
consider how teachers, teacher educators, and learners 
might “look and relook, read and re-read, write and re-write... 
design and redesign the meanings that are possible within 
our space”. Queer Critical Literacies seeks to explore the 
politics of gender and sexual diversity in language, literacy, 

and literature education. Monumental: Critical Literacies & Decolonial Praxis seeks to explore the role 
of critical (multimodal) literacies in taking the “decolonial turn” in literacy studies. 
 
Taken together, these two presentations convey to me the richness and fullness of literacy education, 
beyond the popular view of “literacy” as competence in verbal knowledge. Gemma Moss made clear that 
literacy is intimately bound up with everyday matters of health and community: it cannot be merely 
“delivered” to inert recipients. And Navan Govender showed us the complexity of literacy in practice. 
As he emphasised, a critical and multimodal practice of meaning-making requires re-thinking the what, 
how, and why of reading itself.  
 
John Hodgson 
https://ukla.org/about/ukla-people/ukla-ambassadors/ 
 

More photographs from the International Conference can be found on the UKLA website, here: 
https://ukla.org/gallery/ukla-international-conference-2022/ 

Gemma Moss. presenting at 
the International Conference.

Navan Govender delivers 
the Saturday Keynote.
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Academic Book Award   
 
Submissions are now open for the 2023 UKLA Academic Book Award. Publishers have been contacted, 
some submissions have already been received and we are eagerly waiting to see what other publishers 
will choose to enter for the award this year.  
 
The process of choosing the winner is thorough, going through stages of critical reading, shortlisting and 
finally (in May 2023) animated debate to select the winning title. The shortlist is chosen by the UKLA Awards 

committee, and the final panel chaired by Gabrielle Cliff-Hodges, Retired Senior 
Lecturer in Education, University of Cambridge Faculty of Education. 
 
The 2022 award saw the highest number of submissions ever. These covered 
a wide range of topics of current interest to UKLA members, including 
practical application of theory to the teaching of reading, writing and oracy 
within classrooms, ideas for developing enjoyment in writing alongside the 
skills needed to express ideas effectively, family and local literacies, and a 
more global perspective, describing and reflecting on literacy experiences 
beyond the UK. 
 
The winner of the UKLA Academic Book Award 2022 Knowledge in English: 
Canon, Curriculum and Cultural Literacy by Victoria Elliott, published 
by Routledge (with NATE) explored what the ‘knowledge curriculum’ 
means for teachers of English. 
 

 
Right: Victoria Elliot with her 
UKLA Academic Book Award 

at the 2022 International 
Conference in Birmingham. 

 
 
If you have had a suitable book published since 
November 1st 2021, it could be just the title we are 
looking for, so please encourage your editor to submit 
it before the end of October. Details of how to submit 
can be found on the UKLA website. 
 
Penny Manford  



Elen Caldecott on           The Short Knife 

 
The Short Knife is a historical novel set in 5th century Britain 
against a backdrop of warlords and terror. The book I’d 
published immediately prior was Evie’s Magic Bracelet: 
The Golden Sands which is a whimsical fantasy for newly 
confident readers. To say they are chalk and cheese is an 
epic, gargantuan understatement. 
 
But sometimes, there are books you just have to write and 
that was the case with The Short Knife. I had been haunted, 
hunted, by a question that just wouldn’t leave me alone – 
what would it look like to write a novel between languages? 
The question was a nagging itch that I couldn’t ignore. 
 
When I began, I had a few ideas of what ‘writing between 
languages’ might be. I thought perhaps I would alternate 
voices, or invent a form of hybrid language, a kind of literary 
Esperanto. But, as well as being an artist, I also have bills 
to pay and so I couldn’t write something so avant-garde 
that no-one could read it. By trial and error, I came to 
find a voice for the book that would honour my intention, 
while also make sense to an English speaker simply 

wanting to read for pleasure. 
 

The 5th century was a time when the languages spoken on the island were in flux – likely a blend of Latin, 
Old Welsh and Old English, depending on what community you were part of. I decided my main character, 
Mai, would speak Welsh (luckily, a language I grew up speaking and am familiar with). In order to convey 
that language through the medium of English, I came up with a smorgasbord of techniques. I peppered the 
text with translated Welsh idioms. There are so many evocative ones, so I sat, with an idiomatic dictionary, 
doing literal translating for weeks at a time. Some of my favourites are the euphemisms the Welsh use for 
pregnancy; we say, ‘Growing small bones’ or ‘Her apron strings are too short’. Delicious! 
 
One of the most difficult techniques I adopted was to write without using what is sometimes called the 
‘Saxon genitive’ which is how English typically indicates possession in its grammar – we stick ‘apostrophe s’ 
after someone’s name (see what I did there?). Welsh doesn’t do that. Nor does it use the indefinite article 
(the words ‘a’ or ‘an’). So, I wrote a 70,000 word book, none of which are the words ‘a’ or ‘an’. It was like 
solving a puzzle and the language and voice absorbed me. 
 
However, the novel wasn’t just a collection of linguistic tricks. It was also a story. Mai was more than a 
puzzle. She is caught between two cultures, as I was when I left Wales to settle permanently in England. 
As she moves between the two languages, her outlook and personality subtly change too – new ideas 
become possible with new words. As much as the voice mattered, the novel is also about the way we can 
construct our own worlds; the way we can find solace in the communities we build ourselves; the way we 
can find home when none seems possible. 
 
I think, in the end, it’s a book about hope in dark times. Mai is not only a victim, and finding the right voice 
allowed her to tell her own story. 
 
Elen Caldecott
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Thank you, David McKee 
 
                                                 It is very unlikely that any UKLA member                     
                                                     would be unaware of the wonderful 
                                                               picturebooks created by author/ 
                                                                  illustrator David McKee over the  
                                                                  last half century. The inspirational  
                                                                   patchwork elephant, Elmer, is  
                                                                   known by literacy teachers across  
                                                                  the world. It has been translated  
                                                                  into over fifty languages and, no  
                                                                 doubt, artistic responses by children  
                                                                 to the egalitarian Elmer adorn the  
                                                                walls of many classrooms worldwide. Other books by McKee, some 
                                                               times less well known, are not only great favourites with young readers  
                                                          and listeners, but also enjoyed by older children (and, of course the 
adults who share them). For example:   

• Not Now Bernard a much-loved text at the school where I taught. The youngest  
   children delighted in the story of a dangerous monster in the garden. However,  
   when helping to restock the infant library, my class of 12-year-olds were very 
   concerned about putting it on the nursery shelves. McKee’s playful way of 
   portraying Bernard’s parents seemed just too heartless. ‘It will upset them, Miss!’  
   they explained. Always plenty of discussion about Bernard whatever age 
   the readers.  

 
• The Conquerors which was published in 2004, appeared to reflect the USA’s policy of  
   retribution which resulted in the second Gulf War. A controversial text perhaps, but one  
   that could be shared with juniors and early Ks3 pupils to help them understand the roles  
   played by politicians and the consequences of misinformed decision making. Obviously,  
   not a theme intended for little children. 
 

• I hate my teddy bear is a book I love to  use for CPD and parent meetings when discussing  
   picturebooks. I have yet to find any adult who can explain what is happening in this intriguing story.  
   Seek it out for yourself. Read the images carefully. Let me know if you can work it out.  

 
There is so much more to say about the work of David McKee; his many other books as well as  the popular 
televised versions, such as Mr Benn and King Rollo. All his picturebooks are hugely entertaining, but they 
are also thoughtful and full of references to caring about others, being fair, considerate and always kind. 

Thank you, David McKee, from teachers, librarians  and 
parents everywhere. 
 
David John McKee, author and illustrator, died 6 April 2022 
 
Ctrl/click the link below to read an obituary from The Guardian 
written by Julia Eccleshare  
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/apr/08/david-
mckee-obituary

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/apr/08/david-mckee-obituary
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/apr/08/david-mckee-obituary


7

From walking in the air to the lower depths - 
with the brilliant Raymond Briggs. 
 
A tribute by Prue Godwin 
 
When, in August this year, the sad news of the death of Raymond Briggs was announced, there must have 
been many UKLA colleagues who experienced similar reactions. For many, that would include memories 
of the original picturebook version of The Snowman. Even if you didn’t own a copy, the image of a little 
boy hand-in-hand with the Snowman whilst flying over the city comes automatically to mind. Added to 
that, in 1982 when the animated television film appeared on Channel4, is the pure voice of a very young 
Aled Jones. Gradually, The Snowman became established as essential Christmas viewing in homes across 
the globe. However, as lovely as it is, The Snowman would not be on my Desert Island booklist. Two others 
of Briggs’ creations most definitely would. 

 
Ethel and Ernest is a book that is full of empathy, humanity and love. 
It is a graphic text which combines; 20th century world, British and 
family history; autobiography, relationships, politics, social trends, 
and much, much more. I suppose I love it because, from page 50 
onwards, I was part of that time; Briggs’ poignant and sympathetic 
depiction of his parents engages us all. Many youngsters will enjoy 
this book, but Ethel and Ernest appeals most to adult readers. 
 
Before he published The Snowman, Briggs produced a book that 
not only invoked vivid internal imagery and strong feelings (usually 
of disgust and revulsion) but managed to involve almost all the 
senses (especially smell). Fungus the Bogeyman is my other Desert 
Island choice. The original book is astonishing in its delightful 
unpleasantness. It is a masterpiece in gunge, goo and grottiness. 
There is spin off book, Fungus the Bogeyman Plop up Book. 
Absolutely ingenious! Especially the paper engineering and final 
instruction to ‘Close the book quietly’. If nothing else, these two 
books are excellent reminders that 
living in clean, fragrant accommo-

dation is preferable to a home in a sewer. 
 

I have shared books by Raymond Briggs with many children, students and 
adults. I  found that the comprehensive obituary in The Guardian, written by 
Martin Salisbury, included fascinating information about Briggs’ motivation 
that went way beyond  the ‘lovely picturebook’ tag given by some to any text 
that requires visual intelligence. Salisbury says of Briggs:  
‘Perhaps the most powerful motivation was a hatred of injustice by authority 
toward the powerless and naively respectful common man. The latter could be 
seen most directly in When the Wind Blows (1982), Briggs’s examination of an 
elderly couple’s attempts to follow government guidelines as nuclear war breaks out; 
and The Tin-Pot General and the Old Iron Woman (1984 - just after the Falklands 
war), a thinly disguised General Leopoldo Galtieri and Margaret Thatcher.’ 
 
Raymond Briggs, author and  illustrator, died 9 August 2022 
 
Please, do read the obituary by Martin Salisbury. He is Professor of Illustration and Director of the Centre 
for Children’s Books Studies at Anglia Ruskin University. 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/aug/10/raymond-briggs-obituary 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2022/aug/10/raymond-briggs-obituary


 Desert Island Books 
 
My Desert Island Books by Katya Balen 
 
As I’m an introvert currently in the midst of quite a busy professional period, 
being stranded on a desert island with nothing but books (and a decent supply 
of mid-range crisps) sounds incredibly appealing. It would also solve my up-
coming heating bill issue. But deciding which books to take it near-on impossible 
– I’ve always found the question ‘what’s your favourite book’ so challenging. It 
changes every day. I think I’d need books that covered all eventualities – from 
when you want comfort to when you want to marvel. 

 
 
I think Skellig is probably the most perfect book ever written. It’s only about 
30,000 words long, and it’s a masterclass in simplicity and subtle complexity. It has 
everything – life, death, art, philosophy, all the huge and tiny things that make us 
humans and make us wonder at the world. I read it when it first came out and I 
was about eight years old and I couldn’t believe how beautiful writing could be. 
I still have that same dog-eared copy and I reread it every year. I always notice 

something new – it’s a story that grows and changes 
with its reader. I think reading it on a desert island 
would show it to me in a whole new light all over again.  
 
I think I’d like some escapism – something comforting and familiar. I always 
return to Tove Jansson’s incomparable Moomins in times of need. Their 
lives are so cosy but also edged with adventure and darkness and the best 
grumpy heroine of any book I’ve ever read – Little My. She bites because 
she likes it. A mood.  
 
Finally, I would also take Struan Murray’s Orphans of the Tide trilogy. Not 
only would they provide some practical inventing advice for the stranded 
reader, they’re thrilling and absorbing and immaculately plotted. They’re 

the kind of books where you can reread over and over 
again, finding new and intricate details and clever connections.  
 
I did wonder whether I would include any adult books on here, but children’s 
books are so infinitely complex, so designed to explore all of the most 
important things in life – death, grief, hope, love, art, science, joy – that it 
didn’t feel like I’d need them at all.  
 
Katya Balen is author of October, October and The Space We’re In. 
 
Read out about Katya’s work here: 
https://booksforkeeps.co.uk/article/saved-by-stories-an-interview-with-
2022-carnegie-medal-winner-katya-balen/ 
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