Reading in the Early Years at North Cheshire Jewish Primary

A short guide to the teaching of reading at our school

What’s so important about teaching reading?

Teaching children to read is the most important job every school does.  Parents and teachers want children to become fluent and independent readers who understand and enjoy the printed word and who can see the purpose of reading.  Children need to be taught the knowledge and skills to become confident and effective readers, so that they can read both for pleasure and information. We aim to teach children to enjoy books and to respond to the content, as well as to learn more about how written language is constructed. We respond to what research has shown to be the best ways that both boys and girls learn to read and we encourage children to use what they know as readers to help them as writers and across the whole curriculum.

What sort of reading materials will my child read?

Children are challenged to read a wide range of lively, interesting and enjoyable books throughout school.  To begin with, the choice is a little more restricted as children acquire basic skills but we include a variety of fiction and non-fiction books.

So how do you start teaching my child to read?

We introduce reading through phonics, shared reading and planned reading activities.

· The daily phonics lesson consists of a ten to fifteen minute direct teaching session, usually four days a week.
We have found it to be a most effective method of initiating reading skills and a foundation for future access to reading and spelling. We begin with s, a, then t in the first week straight after which we can begin building simple words during the lesson. Successive weeks see these letters added to and word building continues as new letters are acquired: this also develops into spelling skills and writing attempts. The pace of these lessons is quite fast and, where helpful, we will send homework to support them. We emphasise the sound of the letters very carefully – enunciating for example, d and not duh, as this often inhibits word building.

During the phonics lesson we teach the first two sets of high frequency words - the most common words in English. In addition, we send home these words in a reading pack, adding to the pack as we assess the children to be ready for more. Some of these words can be built phonetically using the letter sounds they know. Others, known as tricky words have to be learned as part of a sight vocabulary as they cannot be decoded using letter sounds-words such as the or her. It helps to make little games with these words such as turning them over and reading them or making short sentences from them.
· Shared reading

What is shared reading?

During the week teachers will use shared reading to support your child’s learning. The teacher works with the class as a whole using a “Big Book” or large text on the interactive whiteboard. This is positioned so all children can read it. This is read with the children who may join in on their own, as a group or the whole class. 

The book will be above the independent reading level of many of the children, so will stretch the reading abilities of the whole class. This gives all children access to more difficult texts that they otherwise would be unable to read. The children can then be taught more advanced skills that promote independent reading. 

The teacher asks different questions and makes sure that both the best and least able readers are involved. This means that all children have an opportunity to take part and all are stretched. By working with others, children learn new reading strategies and responses. 

Children learn to read by seeing and hearing others read. As an “expert reader” when sharing the book with the class, the teacher models, demonstrates and teaches different reading strategies. 

The teacher also demonstrates reading for a variety of purposes, one of which is for enjoyment. 

What does my child do during shared reading?

As well as joining in reading the text, your child will look closely at the illustrations and text and will talk about them. They will think about what readers do when they are reading, share reading strategies, make sense of the text, share and justify their own opinions, make predictions about the use of language and events and characters, compare their views with others’. They will also compare different types of text and different authors. Most importantly, they are supported in trying out new words and using more reading strategies, which helps them to learn.

· Planned reading activities 

Your child’s teacher will regularly plan opportunities to develop reading skills with the direct input of the teacher or using independent reading skills. Some of these activities will take place in a focussed way with an adult e.g. matching labels to pictures and some will encourage your child to begin to read on their own e.g. simple instructions and choosing books in the reading corner. Activities are planned to take place both inside and outside the classroom environment. 

Do you ever hear my child read individually?

Each week your child will read individually with the class teacher or teaching assistant. In order for this to be an opportunity for thorough one to one teaching this will probably be once a week. In the past, schools were able to hear children read more frequently only at the expense of other teaching opportunities. Children’s individual needs are many and varied and at this point we monitor and address those needs, reinforcing the skills taught during phonics and other reading activities. Young children often need close monitoring and attention to help them focus and concentrate as they take their first steps in reading. A comment will usually be entered in the reading record for your information.

Does my child ever read in a group?

Yes. Towards the end of the reception year and depending on the needs of each child we introduce guided reading. Guided reading is another way to provide individual teaching. All children in the group work on their own copy of the same text. This is chosen to match their levels of ability and may be from the school’s graded reading schemes. During the session the teacher allows each child to read the text on their own in turn and allows the children to try out new reading strategies in a supportive learning environment. The teacher asks leading questions and guides the children’s attention to different features of the text. Both the teacher and the children may demonstrate ways of working out how to read a word or words. The children are encouraged to talk about their understanding and reflect on how they read. The teacher always stresses reading for meaning. 

How can I help my child at home?

Your help with your child’s reading development is vital. You have a valuable role in supporting your child and in encouraging them to become independent and enthusiastic readers. 

Consider how often you need to read during the day. Set a good example – let your child see you reading, whether it is a favourite book, a daily newspaper, a letter or email, or even a shopping list. 

Read to your child – even when they become independent readers, this is so important as it allows your child to access magical worlds where their imagination can take flight. 

Share you child’s reading with the family – let them know you are interested, read books together, listen to story tapes and encourage your child to read to younger and older family members. Encourage them to look at the pictures, sound out the first letter of an unfamiliar word, use the meaning of the sentence to guess an unknown word or come back to the word after reading to the end of the sentence. Talk about the plot, illustrations, characters and authors. Tell stories to each other, visit the library and bookshop together. Help your child to notice print all around them, such as that in shops, household objects and even cereal packets. 

If you have any concerns, please come and talk to us about them.

What do I do with the reading books that come home from school?

Find a good time to snuggle up with your child and their book. Remember that in the Reception Year your child may be very tired at the end of a school day and may need some rest and relaxation before reading with you. Aim to make it a pleasurable experience for both of you and exercise patience as they take their first steps!

Why aren’t there any words in my child’s first books?

By starting without words we can concentrate on plot, character and comprehension. These are absolutely essential elements in reading, which feed later on into writing. Children need to learn to follow a simple story via sequence of events, explore the characters in the story, search the pictures for information, answer simple comprehension questions that demonstrate their understanding and receive support in these areas by the modelled storytelling of the teacher and parent. This stage is an important aspect of reading and is a means of teaching valuable skills used throughout school.
What next?

When your child’s teacher judges the time to be right, your child will bring home a book with simple words in, followed by books with simple sentences. In order to make these stories interesting, there may be words in some sentences that are more complex and advanced than the rest of the text on the page. Do not worry if your child is not able to read every word on the page. Sentences consisting of simple words can lead to dull reading. From time to time, support your child in reading the more complex words. If you begin each page by exploring the pictures, followed by reading the sentences, your child may work out the more complex word from the context or the illustration. Do not cover up the pictures in order to focus your child on the words. Give them time to absorb the whole page; our scheme books are carefully designed so that the illustrations support the text and are not a distraction.

How does a graded reading scheme work?

In the early stages of reading, we particularly use the Oxford Reading Tree scheme. No scheme is perfect, but this one is well known for its friendly text, humour, interest level and amusing pictures.  Please try not to measure your child’s progress by what stage they are on, and, however tempting, do not compare your child with another.  From time to time, we will introduce other reading schemes and genres of books in order to vary your child’s reading diet and provide breadth and depth. Sometimes children need the stimulus of, e.g. non-fiction books to take home. If your child is given more than one book and one is a non-fiction book, we judge it to be equally important to the other scheme book. The teacher will move your child onto books deemed to provide the next step for your child. Please remember that these books are for reinforcement at home and, as you have already seen, provide only a small fraction of the full reading experience. Your child’s reading book from school is not a substitute for library or bought books at home.

How can I communicate about my child’s reading book?

Your child will bring home a reading book along with a notebook called a reading record. This is a means of dialogue between yourself and your child’s teacher about their reading. If you have other issues you wish to discuss with the teacher, please record it elsewhere as the teacher may only see this book once per week. It is important that you use this book to mention any difficulties or successes your child experiences in their reading. It is also an opportunity for you to ask questions or seek clarification about reading. Please bear in mind that we may not have the time to answer lengthy questions in this format and it may be better to meet face to face. We would encourage you to write a comment for each book your child reads; this indicates that your child is ready for their new book.

How can I support my child in learning the high frequency words?

In a small reading packet your child will be given a set of words to learn, as mentioned previously. Your child’s teacher will keep a record of how consistently they are able to read the words. Generally, we say that the child needs to read each word on three occasions with confidence before we add to the packet. Try to vary the order in which your child reads the words and make up interesting games.  

In general…

· Try to make reading a positive experience for yourself and your child. 

· Don’t insist on making your child read if they are unwell or over tired.

· Vary hearing your child read and practising words over the week to avoid boredom and exasperation!

· Have fun!
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