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“I loved the Unlocking Inference CPD - what 
was particularly helpful was being able to 
see it put into practice in the classroom. It 
really helped me to see how I could use the 
strategies in my own classroom.” 

Julia Thomson, Year 6 class teacher 
and acting deputy head



Meet our team of literacy experts
The expertise of our team of literacy experts is what makes Plazoom CPD so special. Each and every one of our CPD 

specialists has years of experience in the classroom as well as being a leading literacy expert in the UK. 

You can take a guided walkthrough of the CPD on offer to your school in our 
video here: plazoom.com/school-trial-welcome 3

Shareen Wilkinson
An experienced primary school teacher 
and senior leader, Shareen currently runs a 
successful education consultancy in London. 
Working with LAs across the country, she has  
an extensive track record of raising standards  
in English.  

Rachel Clarke
Director of the Primary English literacy 
consultancy, Rachel has over 20 years’ 
experience in primary education, in which time 
she has been a SENCO, English subject lead 
and deputy headteacher. 

Ruth Baker-Leask
Ruth is director of Minerva Learning and chair 
of the National Association for Advisers in 
English (NAAE) 

James Clements
A former senior leader of an outstanding 
inner city primary school and local authority 
Lead Teacher, James Clements is now an 
English adviser, supporting schools and local 
authorities to develop the teaching of reading, 
writing and drama. 

Christine and Lindsay are experienced English specialists. Both have worked in schools as senior literacy teachers and 
helped to launch and run school improvement programmes across their LA. 

Christine Chen and Lindsay Pickton

https://www.plazoom.com/school-trial-welcome


Our CPD video courses cover a range of topics and can be taken at your own speed and at a time that is convenient to you. 
There are currently eight training courses available, covering everything from improving comprehension skills to developing rich 
vocabularies – plus an invaluable survival guide for NQTs! Take a closer look at the content below. 
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CPD video courses



Try a CPD video course now: plazoom.com/cpd-hub 5

https://www.plazoom.com/cpd-hub


Sign up for an upcoming webinar today: plazoom.com/webinars6

April-21  Improving comprehension for 
reluctant readers 
“Thank you so much for organising the most brilliant CPD 
session yesterday. I was utterly inspired! Christine and 
Lindsay’s passion for the subject was infectious and I was 
absolutely gripped from start to finish. I will definitely be 
using some of these strategies and resources in my class 
in the forthcoming weeks. Thanks again”

Sarah Johnstone, Year 4 teacher

May-21 Deepening understanding through 
a whole school comprehension strategy 
“Thank you for a very interesting webinar with some great 
ideas to try. I found it very useful.” 

Jill Thomason, teacher 

Live literacy training 
We have a busy calendar of CPD events run by literacy experts who work with schools across the 
country to raise standards in English. 

You can register in advance to secure your place on our upcoming courses - simply visit  
plazoom.com/webinars to see what’s available. 

 We also record all our webinars so if for any reason you are unable to attend on the day you can catch 
up at a more convenient time.  

Free access to webinars for the whole school 

Delivered by 
expert CPD 

trainers

Jul-21 Vocabulary masterclass 
“Once again, many thanks for such a superb webinar.” 

A. Howes, headteacher 

https://www.plazoom.com/webinars


Explore the Essential Guides at: plazoom.com/cpd 7

80 Essential Guides
For personal development, interest and inspiration, you can browse our library of expert guides at any time - there 
are more than 80 ‘how to’ documents available to read online or download as PDFs for yourself and to share with 

colleagues. Each is written by a leading literacy expert, including Alex Quigley, Teresa Cremin, Shirley Clarke and many 
more, and the collection is divided into key topics. 

Spelling Reading Planning, CPD 
& Assessment 

Grammar Writing Vocabulary 
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SPELLING

How to… boost high achievers’ spelling skills

 
Abigail Steel has been a qualified primary teacher since 2003 

and an independent education consultant and author since 2011. 

She is co-author of Letterland’s Spelling Stations.

Some children don’t need to be explicitly taught phonics to be able to read. Instead, they  

coast along without challenge until they reach their natural ability ceiling and then become 

stuck. If a word isn’t embedded in their visual memory as a result of their extensive reading 

habit, they have no viable strategy to spell it. When we recognise children like this in our  

class, we can do something to help them before they reach KS2, as well as once they  

are there.

• Be transparent with children about the complexities of spelling. From the first day of Reception, 

talk openly about the concept that sounds can be spelt in different ways. 

• Always provide high achievers with challenge. If they already know the letters and sounds in your 

lesson, don’t allow them to coast. Introduce more ambitious vocabulary, longer words and more 

spelling patterns.

• Use the child’s strength and interest in reading. Provide activities that involve locating and 

retrieving words and spelling patterns from reading books and texts.

• Check their spelling skills. Pinpoint specific difficulties so you can precision teach to fill the gaps. 

Can they hear the individual sounds in words (oral segmenting)? Do they struggle to recall which 

spelling alternative to use because they are missing phonics code knowledge?

• Practise spelling skills a lot. Introduce lots of different activities to increase the use of spelling 

skills. Examples include teacher-led dictations, building word banks and creating mini stories that 

focus on a bank of words with the same spelling pattern.

• Get your classroom ethos right. Sometimes able children are reluctant to tap into the range of 

vocabulary they have because they know that they are likely to spell words incorrectly and don’t 

like to ‘get things wrong’. Children need to know that it’s OK to ask for help or use a dictionary.

              @
abigail_steel                

     letterland.com 

6 steps to spelling success

Essential CPD
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SPELLING 
How to… teach spelling when ‘Look, say, 
cover, write, check’ doesn’t work

 
Ruth Baker-Leask is director of Minerva Learning and chair of the 
National Association for Advisers in English.

Essential CPD

Some children need something physical or a silly story, image, rhyme or ditty to get 
spellings to stick. Here are some alternative strategies to try.

Try it yourself:

1 Make sure talk is central

• Children need to develop a ‘spelling voice’ in their heads; a voice that considers alternatives, 
notices root words, and recalls rules and tricks. Talk is vital to this process.

• Try paired spelling tests that allow children to discuss how they have spelt a word before deciding 
on the correct spelling.

2 Forgive a first draft

• If children know you are going to mark their first draft for spelling errors, they will be more 
conscious of their spelling and less aware of the quality of what they are writing (composition).

• Encourage children to check their spellings as they go along but don’t be too hard on them if they 
make transcriptional mistakes the first time around.

• If they know they have spelt a word incorrectly, encourage them to draw a line under it; you can 
help them with the spelling at a more appropriate time, without disturbing the flow of the writing.

3 Use peer editors

• Pair a great speller with a poor speller and encourage them to discuss why words are misspelt and 
share their strategies for correcting them.

4 Give writing a wider audience

• The wider the audience, the more important accurate spelling becomes. Post letters, publish 
writing online, create anthologies for the library and poems for a display; in other words, give 
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SPELLING
How to… improve pupils’ spellingKirstie Hewett is a school improvement specialist (primary English) 

at the University of Chichester and author of UKLA’s Teaching 

Spelling 6-11: Designing Effective Learning in English and Across 

the Curriculum.

Essential CPD

Spelling is a tricky business. Research indicates that many teachers lack confidence in this 

area. Here are seven ideas for teaching spelling really well in your classroom.
• English words are great! Yes, they’re complex, and rules and patterns often seem more than a little 

haphazard but in this lies their mystery and wonder. Sharing a passion for finding out about words 

will help children see the value in what could perhaps be a rather dull and mundane part of the 

curriculum. 

1 Be really enthusiastic

2 Teach spelling as a problem-solving process
• To spell successfully, children need a plan of attack. When they are trying to learn a word, what 

will they do first? Next? And then?• What if they’ve tried writing the word a few times but can’t quite get it right? Are there tricky parts 

and easy parts? How could they use visual and aural emphasis to help them with those tricky 

parts? Would breaking down the word and thinking about its meaning help?

• Words can be tricky to learn in different ways, so children need to know different ways of tackling 

them to develop automatic recall.

• Encourage children to look together at words, sharing their thoughts on how they are structured 

and comparing their different strategies as they develop automatic, accurate recall.

• Articulating what they notice and which strategies they will try first encourages children to share 

expertise and consolidate their own thinking. 

3 Offer collaboration opportunities
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READING 

How to… make fluency practice part of 

pupils’ daily routine

 

Sarah Threlkeld-Brown is a primary teacher and contributor at 

Andrell Education.

Essential CPD

Children learn to read by reading. The problem can be that struggling readers often don’t get 

to spend enough time with texts. The solution is to make the explicit teaching and practice 

of fluency part of the reading routine in every classroom. It’s a skill that takes practice but 

which brings the words on a page to life.

1 Read aloud to children

• Model, model, model. With the teacher acting as the expert, children can watch and see how a text 

is read smoothly and with expression. They hear what fluent reading looks like and feels like. 

• Be explicit about what you did, and why you did it. For example, “Did you notice the way I raised 

my voice here? I did this because…”. 

• By being explicit in your explanations, children see how the way in which they read the text affects 

its meaning.

2 Choral reading

• Choral reading gives pupils the chance to see the text for a second time – hearing and saying it 

again within a supportive, teacher-led environment.

• Now the children read the text together. This could be as a whole class or in groups or pairs; it’s a 

time for repetition and rehearsal that supports automaticity, accuracy and prosody. 

3 Reading alone

• Eventually, the children reach the point where they can perform to others and show how well they 

have done.

Try it yourself:
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READING 
How to… become a reading role model

Teresa Cremin is professor of education (literacy) at The Open 
University.

Essential CPD

Do your pupils see you as a reader, a teacher or both? Do they know anything about your 
habits, interests, likes and dislikes as a reader? A reading teacher is a teacher who reads 
and a reader who teaches. UKLA and OU research evidence from the ‘Teachers as readers’ 
project suggests that reading teachers make a positive difference both to children’s 
identities as readers and their pleasure in reading. To develop as a reading teacher, try some 
of these ideas...

• Create a ‘reading river’ of everything you read over a weekend. Your collage of magazines, emails, 
tweets, newspapers, books, recipes, school texts and junk mail will demonstrate the diversity 
of your everyday reading. If children capture their everyday reading, you’ll find out about their 
practices and preferences too, with implications for the texts you make available.

• Try to notice when a text moves you – to sorrow, irritation, empathy or laughter – and share this 
with the children by explaining your anger at a news article, your sadness at a character’s demise 
or your delight at new information. You’ll find the children will open up too, sharing their personal 
emotional responses reader to reader, both with you and their friends. 

• By noting who you talk to about different texts (face to face and online), you’ll be reminded of how 
social reading is and how we make sense of texts through conversation, stretching what we know 
and understand about the world. If you make space for such informal, non-assessed book blether 
in class you’ll find yourself making more connections and building closer reader relationships with 
children.  

• Document your habits as a leisure reader. For example, where do you like to read and when? Do 
you re-read favourites or sections to remind yourself what’s going on, skip descriptive passages, 
doodle as you read or read several sources to check information? Discussing your own and the 
children’s habits can highlight the uniqueness of readers and trigger activities that recognise and 
respond to this diversity.

Try it yourself:
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READING 
How to… help children who have 
excellent decoding skills but weak reading 
comprehension

Tony Whatmuff is a trainer and author with 25 years of teaching 

experience.

Essential CPD

Weaker comprehenders neglect key strategies in the moment of reading which means that 

they don’t build basic meaning. We need to focus on teaching these strategies to create 

effective readers. 

• Class 5W’s joke book is finally finished. It’s the first read-through and everyone has a copy. 

I scrutinise my weaker comprehenders as they read the first joke:

The worst job I ever had was drilling holes looking for water. It was well boring.

• Not a facial muscle twitches. Nearby, however, hilarity erupts, then spreads throughout 

the class. My weaker comprehenders look around bewildered. I know these children 

have a good sense of humour, and all of them can read any word I give them (triceratops, 

dodecahedron, etc), so what is happening?
• I’ll tell you. They’re reading in a totally different way to my splitting-their-sides children. 

In the moment of reading, they are either neglecting key strategies or experiencing 

vocabulary and language difficulties.

In my experience

• Poor comprehenders fail to spot important words and integrate them together to build 

meaning (worst job, looking for water, drilling holes, well, boring). 

• They struggle to make connections between sentences.
• As they struggle to read with understanding, they may read very little and may lack 

knowledge about particular genres (such as jokes).

Common comprehension issues

copyright 2020

PLANNING, CPD AND ASSESSMENT

How to… make sure your planning and 

teaching of KS2 writing meets moderators’ 

expectations

 
Clare Hodgson is lead moderator for KS2 writing in Hertfordshire. 

She is also an assessment adviser at Herts for Learning.

Essential CPD

Moderator Clare Hodgson shares five key things she looks for when examining the work of 

KS2 pupils.

1 Carry on writing before, during and after SATS

• The majority of evidence for most of your pupils should be drawn from the later part of the year 

when you can revisit, for example, effective use of dialogue or features of formal writing – topics 

that you taught in a more scaffolded way in the first part of the year.

• At the best performing schools, extended writing and editing was the norm and time was devoted 

to explicit teaching of the writing process.

• In these schools, moderators reported seeing a wide range of quality writing and saw how this 

facilitated teacher judgements. 

• Some schools presented two or even three filled literacy books (with the left-hand page 

sometimes left blank for improvements or writing tips).

• Make time to develop a ‘writer’s workshop’ culture in your classroom. Make the writing process 

explicit and allow time to critique and craft, building autonomy over the year. Consider the use of 

editing flaps or leave the left-hand side of books blank for redrafting sections.

• In terms of quantity, let the STA/DfE writing exemplification files be your guide. These show not 

only the national standards but also the quantity and range of independent writing required. 

You’ll want to produce around six pieces of writing in the latter half of Y6, for different audiences 

and purposes.

2 Write for a range of purposes and audiences
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PLANNING, CPD AND ASSESSMENT
How to… collaborate with other schools on 
writing assessment

John Coxhead is deputy head of a primary school in Lancashire and 
leads Shining Lights Teaching School Alliance. He is also a member 
of the DfE’s Teacher Reference Group.

Essential CPD

There is a consensus that our current primary writing assessment system is far from 
perfect, but a distinct lack of agreement over what we should be doing instead. While some 
develop innovative comparative systems that make effective use of technology, others 
point out the flaw in seeking to have any system at all for assessing the ‘quality of writing’ 
(an innately subjective discipline). There is however, something we can perhaps all agree 
on when judging the quality of a piece of writing: the need for multiple opinions. We need 
collaboration.

How to run a writing moderation meeting 

• A typical meeting between schools will involve teachers sharing work from a handful of pupils. 
A colleague from a different setting will spend time reading the work and will then offer some 
comments about the child’s strengths and suggest areas for development.

• A short conversation will then ensue about where the pupil is currently working, in relation to the 
expectations set out in the teacher assessment frameworks.

• These meetings often last for around two hours and take place two or three times a year.

Try it yourself:

The takeaway:

Assessing writing alongside teachers from different schools provides invaluable insight and helps 
develop at least some commonality and consistency at a local level. By working together, we ensure 
our assessment is less likely to fall victim to unconscious bias. 

If we are serious about improving writing assessment we need more time to engage in deep and 
meaningful joint assessment sessions. We need to spend more time assessing together, rather than by 
ourselves.

              @johncoxhead89                 @sl_tsa 
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PLANNING, CPD AND ASSESSMENTHow to…  make sure children get the scores 
they deserve in KS2 SATs 

Shareen Mayers is a primary assessment and English consultant, 

author and editor.

Essential CPD

These last-minute tricks and tips will help pupils with the subtleties of test technique and 

understanding the question – and might just help them gain a few extra marks.
• Take a classical text and replace certain words with nonsense words. Can the children think of 

plausible substitutions for your replacements? Pupils should be able to deduce what each word 

might be from the context.• Maintain a focus on scanning skills under timed conditions. Quick-fire activities, such as Where’s 

Wally or spot the difference, are perfect for developing retrieval skills.

• It is crucial for pupils to recognise that all answers will be based on the test and not their own 

views. Questions that contain the word ‘you’ are somewhat misleading. For example, ‘How can 

you tell…?’ Reinforce that evidence is found in the text.
• It’s vital that pupils do not repeat the question stem in their answer – but rather explain it. For 

example, for ‘Why were the dodos curious and unafraid?’ it’s not unusual for children to write 

“Because they were unafraid”. To avoid this, work on using synonyms and explaining answers.

Reading test:

Grammar test:
• Accuracy is extremely important. For example, the punctuation of direct speech will only be 

creditworthy if the closing punctuation is placed inside the final inverted commas. 

• In an instruction such as ‘Write a sentence using the word ‘point’ as a verb. Do not change the 

word’, make sure children follow the instruction closely. This means not adding a suffix, starting 

with a capital letter and ending with appropriate punctuation.

• If asked to write a sentence containing an adverb, for example, remind children that they will be 

penalised if it is spelt incorrectly or starts with a capital in the middle of a sentence. 

• Prefixes, suffixes, verb forms and plurals must be spelt correctly. Spelling does count within the 
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GRAMMAR

How to… implement daily grammar sessions

 
Conor Heaven is an education consultant for TT Education and a 

former teacher.

Essential CPD

To give pupils a deep understanding of grammar, concepts need to be taught, developed, 

practised and embedded. Ten-minute daily grammar sessions allow children to explore and 

play with punctuation and grammar each day before attempting to use it in their English 

lessons. Here’s how to start:

Try it yourself:

• Begin with appealing and challenging texts. Short passages from CS Lewis, for example, give the 

right balance of engaging, high-quality content. 

• Analysing model texts ensures children can identify grammatical structures in context and begin 

to understand how and why they are used.

• After sharing your grammatical focus for the week, collaborate on a ‘steps to success’ working wall 

featuring a definition, facts, examples and ‘non-examples’. 

• Encourage children to look for examples at home or in school and reward their discoveries. Add 

these examples to your display using sticky notes and model them in shared writing, thinking 

aloud about your choices and asking the children to support you. 

• From the middle of the week onwards, the children should begin to offer examples of the concept, 

discovering them in model texts and books.

• As they develop understanding and confidence, they can begin to experiment with new grammar 

in their written work. 

• Once you move onto a new concept, continue to identify previous examples, modelling how to use 

them in shared writing. This ensures children don’t forget, and those with misconceptions have 

corrective teaching.
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GRAMMAR
How to… use jokes to teach grammar

Giulia Baker is a primary teacher and former literacy coordinator. 
She recently completed her PhD at Cardiff University investigating 
children’s understanding of verbal riddles.

Essential CPD

To enjoy a joke you first have to ‘get’ it. For a child, this means reflecting on the language 
used and identifying which words and phrases might have more than one meaning, then 
switching between the definitions until the correct ‘fit’ is found. It’s more challenging than 
processing the language of, say, an age-appropriate fiction text, yet children are happy to 
stick with it because of the pleasure they get from unlocking the riddle. Which is precisely 
why jokes are a great learning resource – few children, after all, would choose a lesson on 
grammar over one on jokes (though in reality the two are not mutually exclusive).

• Riddles can be used to meet multiple criteria. As short, self-contained texts, they provide 
opportunities for children to perform, listen, read, problem-solve, discuss, explain, compose and 
evaluate.

• Listening skills, in particular, are well served as children must pay close attention to strings of 
sound when a riddle is read aloud. Take the following, for example: ‘Why did the jelly wobble? 
Because it saw the milkshake.’ In order for children to make sense of this riddle, they not only have 
to divide the sounds they’ve heard into phonemes, blends and words – they must also think about 
word boundaries and potential meanings. Building on this can lead to discussions on compound 
words and the different ways in which they can be formed.

• The very act of ‘getting’ a riddle involves children having to consciously reflect upon word choices, 
language rules and linguistic concepts that might otherwise remain tacit. Consider this example: 
‘How was the blind carpenter able to see? He picked up his hammer and saw.’ Here we can 
introduce, practise and consolidate points such as homonyms, word class and tense. 

• Children enjoy explaining how they ‘get’ riddles and this, in turn, allows them to express their 
individual thoughts, ideas and understanding in a non-threatening and entertaining context.

• Riddles can be used to demonstrate specific linguistic concepts? Lead a discussion about 
phonemes using this riddle: ‘What’s a whale’s favourite food?’ Fish and ships.’ Introduce children 
to idioms and figurative language with this classic: ‘What does Spider-Man do when he’s angry? He 
goes up the wall.’

What can riddles teach children?
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GRAMMAR 
How to… prevent and fix bad grammar 
habits

Tim Roach is a Y6 teacher at Greenacres Primary, Oldham.

Essential CPD

Often, grammar mistakes become habit in KS1. If pupils are still making these basic errors 

after nearly four years of KS2, then it’s clear that something isn’t working as it should. 

While there will always be children who haven’t grasped some of the earlier age-related 

expectations, it shouldn’t be the case that pupils can add to their writing repertoire 

throughout KS2 and clearly make progress, yet fail to apply these most basic of principles. 

Here are seven common errors and what to do about them.

• Test and re-test. This can be done systematically, by including these words in regular 

spelling tests, or it can be simple and ad hoc, on a mini whiteboard or verbally while you’re 

standing in the corridor. • Highlight misspellings in pupils’ writing and insist upon them being corrected.

1 Misspelt high-frequency words

• Deal with phrases and clauses that are not coherently connected to main clauses with a 

quick mini whiteboard writing activity that involves putting a fragment into a sentence. 

• Alternatively, try a more intense task based on spotting and correcting fragments within a 

section of real pupils’ writing.

2 Unconnected fragments

• Reading work aloud is the key to helping pupils spot where their sentences begin and end, 

and thus spotting where capital letters are required.

3 Missing capitals
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WRITING 

How to… use models to teach more formal 

registers
 

Christine Chen and Lindsay Pickton are primary education advisers 

supporting English development nationally.

• Choral reading of high-quality, appropriate non-fiction seems to put vocabulary and sentence 

structures into the memory in a way that reading-to-self does not.

• Top-quality non-fiction models may be found in many in-school topic texts, but also be aware that 

there are transcripts available online for BBC documentaries, such as Attenborough’s Blue Planet. 

These provide the perfect opportunity for children to practise reading aloud, adopting the original 

narrator’s voice. They can act as models for writing, serving as a bridge from oral to written 

language.

• 

• 

• Select an extended piece of age-appropriate non-fiction and rewrite one paragraph/section in an 

inappropriate style (eg making it informal and/or personal) ahead of your lesson. 

• Present the text as if all is well, and wait for children to spot the shift in register. Once this has been 

identified, they can collaborate in trying to rewrite the doctored section so it matches the style of 

the rest of the piece.

The ‘golden thread’ approach

Adverbials such as ‘in addition’, ‘furthermore’, ‘however’, and ‘in conclusion’ have been offered 

to, modelled for and pressed upon children for a long time now, but too often they are used 

inappropriately by young writers who don’t fully grasp their function. Adherence to these formulaic 

choices also hinders the acquisition of a secure non-fiction voice because grammar and vocabulary is 

Essential CPD

Getting to grips with the ‘voice’ (the appropriate vocabulary and grammar choices) of  

non-fiction presents a challenge to children of all writing abilities. Some non-fiction forms 

require a sparse style: police/accident reports, experimental write-ups and the like. This 

stripped-back register is often the hardest of all to master, reliant as it is on disciplined 

vocabulary and non-emotive detail. One solution is to use models to internalise and use  

in synthesis.

Try it yourself:
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WRITING
How to… decide what constitutes ‘greater 
depth’ writing

Tim Roach is a Y6 teacher at Greenacres Primary, Oldham.

Essential CPD

It’s quite difficult to put one’s finger on exactly what ‘greater depth’ writing is. There are still 
misconceptions abound, particularly at the upper range of pupils’ writing. Quite often, you 
just know when you read it aloud. But aside from the teacher assessment framework, there 
are a few critical indicators of a ‘greater depth’ writer, explained below.

Concision is key

• Excellent writers instinctually vary the length of their sentences when the writing calls for it. 

• They have the confidence in their short sentences to leave them be; they don’t just write the 
next thing that comes into their heads. This ability to self-edit and remove extraneous content or 
exposition should not be underestimated.

Precise punctuation 

• Punctuation should be controlled, but also used for effect rather than a conspicuous opportunity 
to shoehorn some semicolons into proceedings. 

• Commas and parentheses allow the writer to inject carefully considered clauses or deft asides. 

• Dialogue gives pupils scope to demonstrate their mastery of a great range of the punctuation 
prescribed by the national curriculum and beyond, such as the dash and ellipsis.

Evidence that they’ve read quality literature

• Spelled out in the framework as ‘drawing independently on what they have read’, this will be 
evident by a pupil’s wide vocabulary; the use of fitting metaphors; other imagery; their intuition 
for dialect or realistic speech patterns and the way their writing ‘flows’.

What makes a greater depth writer?
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WRITING
How to… write your own model textsDan Hughes is an experienced primary teacher and a university 

tutor at the University of Worcester, lecturing in primary English and 

PE as part of the Primary Initial Teacher Training team.

• When you begin to write, you start to appreciate the skills, knowledge and experiences required to 

compose those first words. By facing this challenge yourself, you can understand what activities 

and work needs to be planned and taught beforehand to ensure the class will be successful when 

they begin the task.
• This empathy will also help you to break down the steps in progress needed to ensure the pupils 

produce an inventive, creative and precise piece of writing.

• When constructing your own text, you can ensure that the areas you want your pupils to focus on 

are included and are good examples. This doesn’t mean shoehorning them in, but it does allow 

you the freedom to, for example, drop in some parenthesis, because that is an aspect your pupils 

need to develop their understanding of.• Providing grammar in context is vital for pupils to understand the purpose and benefits of 

particular grammatical structures or word choices. As you construct your text, you can tailor the 

grammar and provide examples of that aspect being used to enhance your writing. It can also 

provide the opportunity to illustrate writing that meets the end of year expectations without 

losing the enjoyment of writing.• Writing your own text can be quicker than searching. Once you are feeling confident, writing your 

own text can take minutes. • Creating your own texts means you can ensure they fit the topic you are studying. Linking your 

English and topic can save time and help the pupils to see the relevance of what they are studying.

• When writing your own texts, you can save them and use them again and again. Before you even 

realise, you may have 10-20 texts that you’ve written, ready to be used. 

Essential CPD

Teachers often claim that they are ‘time poor’ and haven’t got time to find the best 

resources. Very often, we get bogged down with resources, trying to find the perfect model 

text to support our unit of work. With the prevalence of ‘talk for writing’ in primary schools 

today, the need and desire for texts that meet certain criteria is stronger than ever. By 

writing a text ourselves that can be used with pupils, not only can we learn a huge amount 

about the writing process, but pupils will also benefit from a teacher who truly understands 

how they feel.
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VOCABULARY

How to… close the word gap

James Clements, Janine Wooldridge, Jill Carter and Rebecca 

Geoghegan contributed to The Oxford Language Report: Why 

Closing the Word Gap Matters.
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Oxford University Press surveyed over 1,300 teachers to answer questions about the 

proportion of children affected by the ‘word gap’. 43% of primary teachers reported that 

the proportion of children with a low vocabulary in their school between Y1-6 had either 

remained the same or increased. 49% of Y1 pupils have a limited vocabulary, to the extent 

that it affects their learning. Here are ten strategies schools have put in place to close the 

word gap.

• Discover and explore words in the context of books, stories and common or current events in 

pupils’ lives, rather than in isolation. Involve children in developing definitions and working out 

the meaning of a word from the context.

• Create an excitement about discovering new words. Talk about how everyone continues to learn 

new words throughout life, whether that’s from reading, watching television or talking to others. 

Reaffirm that it’s OK not to know what a word means – we can find out.

• Set quick challenges with dictionaries and thesauruses to find the most unusual synonyms for a 

word like ‘big’, then look for the most unusual antonym.

• Provide a cardboard bookmark for pupils to record unfamiliar words as they read independently. 

Discuss these frequently and consider their meaning and how to use them.

• When sharing a book with a pupil or class, select words they will be unfamiliar with. Talk about 

them, display them, sort them (is it a noun or an adjective?), act them out, discuss synonyms and 

antonyms. Use the words in vocabulary games for pairs or groups of children.

• Build a depth of knowledge of new words by revisiting them often, in different ways and in 

different contexts. For example, for ‘bitterly cold’, watch a video of a snowstorm, handle some ice 

cubes, act out or draw a picture of people experiencing that weather.

• Like everyone, children can worry about getting the words they use wrong, whether that’s 

pronouncing a word that they’ve learnt from a book incorrectly or using the wrong word when 

writing. Children need to be encouraged to play with language and sometimes get it wrong. This, 

along with support to address any misconceptions, will help to develop their control of language.
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Alex Quigley is the author of ‘Closing the Vocabulary Gap’. He also 
works for the Education Endowment Foundations as National 
Content Manager, supporting teachers to engage with research 
evidence.

For many of our pupils, especially those who do not read widely, they simply don’t have the 
breadth of vocabulary to access challenging reading in the Key Stage assessments. What if 
explicitly teaching vocabulary offered us a small but significant solution to this challenge? 
By identifying vocabulary to teach explicitly, alongside paying attention to developing a 
curriculum that develops background knowledge cumulatively with a rich diet of wider 
reading, we can slowly but surely conquer the comprehension challenge in Y6. Here are 
some practical approaches for putting vocabulary at the heart of your curriculum.

EEC words

• We need to actively ‘SEEC’ out words to teach. That is to say: Select the crucial words to teach; 
Explain their meaning in child-friendly examples; Explore by connecting images and asking 
questions; finally, Consolidate word knowledge by repeatedly returning to words that are taught.

Million word challenge

• Reading more whole texts is integral to developing vocabulary, as the language of books is much 
more complex than our daily talk. Initiate a reading challenge that conveys the crucial message of 
how important it is for children to possess a wealth of words: a notion so crucial for everyone in 
the school community.

Record ‘keystone’ words

• There are many examples of children recording and charting their vocabulary development, 
whether it’s in word records or hoards, as word wizards or detectives. By foregrounding 
vocabulary in this way, we offer opportunities for children to develop ‘word consciousness’ – 
a crucial awareness that words have depth and richness.

Try it yourself:
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How to… widen children’s vocabulary using 
in-context language examples

Teresa Cremin is professor of education (literacy) at The Open 

University.
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Not all young people are ‘word-rich’. It’s our professional responsibility to offer vocabulary 

instruction and create environments in which a rich and diverse language is heard, 

assimilated and used by children for their own purposes. Here are four ways which can 

enrich children’s pleasure in reading, invoke their interest in word meanings and widen their 

vocabulary. All offer opportunities to engage in language in the context of its use.
Read aloud

• Hearing stories read aloud exposes children to a wider than usual range of grammatical structures 

and vocabulary, especially if the books chosen are literary and read with emphasis and inflection 

to help surface the meaning.• Pausing occasionally to invite pair talk, re-read a passage and explore any challenging language 

through discussion can help, but avoid destroying the pleasure of the tale with constant 

interruptions and interrogations.• If you are going to base later literacy work around a chapter, for instance, then try to read 

it initially without questions, revisiting it another day to explore the language and layers of 

meaning.
Words through drama• Bringing words to life through brief drama activities can support explicit explanations and embed 

the meanings of words. • Invite children to walk into the classroom in the manner of a word (for example, the adverbs 

‘clumsily’ or ‘haughtily’) or adopt a position that depicts a character as described at a point in a 

text.

• In groups, create short improvisations to demonstrate words from Tier 2/3 or your class novel. 

Here are some top tips:
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