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10 questions 

about reading 
for primary school leaders 
 

This resource is for primary school leaders and governors, to help 

them to evaluate literacy practice in their schools and to formulate 

priorities for development. 

The questions are intended to provoke critical reflection. Each 

one is accompanied by a brief set of prompts to aid discussion. 
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There are very few children who are not able to learn to read 
independently and with fluency by the end of Year 6.  

Is this a basic premise for all discussions about the teaching of 
reading? Is this reflected in timetabling and spending priorities? 
Do teachers of all years have a good understanding of how 
children learn to read? Is there a plan for every child who is 
falling behind?  

 

It is essential that children at all stages who need extra help with 
reading are identified as soon as possible. There are then many 
ways of intervening. 

Is there a sense of urgency around identifying and intervening 
in slow progress? Are teachers continually assessing and 
discussing how to plan for these children within the classroom? 
Is there a clear rationale for why any additional intervention is 
chosen and how its impact is assessed? 

 

Taught well, phonics is the route to automaticity in word reading. 
This will only result from a strong programme which emphasises 
retention over time. 

Is there enough specialist expertise in the school? Is formative 
assessment thorough and continual? Is every child taught age-
related content, regardless of the phonics phase they have 
reached? Does phonics teaching maintain momentum in the 
upper phases? 

 

Once children can decode, they then need to develop fluency and 
stamina. These are essential for comprehension, as well as for 
developing confidence, flexibility and enjoyment in reading. 

Do teachers know how to develop children’s reading fluency 
and stamina? Is there direct modelling and teaching of 
strategies for comprehension? Are children reading widely and 
for different purposes? 
 
 

Do all teachers believe 
that all children can learn 
to read? 

How do you know that 
phonics teaching is doing 
what it should? 

What do you do when a 
child isn’t making 
progress as a reader? 

 

Once children can 
decode, how do you 
ensure that they 
develop rapidly as 
fluent, independent 
readers? 
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Families’ engagement in children’s reading has a significant 
impact. They can have a powerful role in supporting children as 
they learn to read; they also give messages to children about the 
value of books, stories and reading. 

How does the school work with parents and families? How is 
reading at home encouraged? How does the school celebrate 
children’s reading out of school? Are parents able to volunteer 
to support reading in school?  

 

Children’s development as confident, independent readers 
depends upon an embedded whole-school culture as well as 
upon teaching in the classroom. 

How is this reading culture reflected in the physical 
environment? How are children given access to a rich range of 
engaging texts – in classrooms and in the library? How are 
positive attitudes to reading modelled for children? How is 
reading celebrated and promoted in displays, by events, 
through the actions of adults and by children’s own work? 

 

Teachers choose texts not just to challenge children as readers, 
but to introduce them to unfamiliar or imaginary worlds, as a way 
to approach topics and issues and as a means to personal 
exploration and development. 

How do you ensure that children’s reading diet is varied, rich 
and challenging? Is there a sense of ambition in how children 
are exposed to different writers, genres of fiction and types of 
non-fiction and media? How do you ensure that children engage 
with and respond to texts imaginatively and creatively – not just 
answering questions about them? 

 

One of the biggest barriers to children’s reading comprehension 
is a lack of relevant vocabulary – and of the knowledge which 
that vocabulary represents. 

Are the texts which children read introducing unfamiliar and 
challenging language? How are teachers and other adults 
actively teaching new vocabulary? How is word-richness 
promoted by the learning environment and by the use of 
resources such as dictionaries and thesauruses? Are words 
valued and enjoyed for themselves? 

What will children 
remember about the 
texts which they have 
read or heard at your 
school? 

 

What makes reading 
immediately visible in 
your school? 

 

How do you ensure that 
children go home each 
day with more words 
than they came with? 

 

Are parents seen as 
partners in the teaching 
of reading? 
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At the core of teaching reading – and of reading itself – is the 
asking and answering of questions. But these have to be the right 
questions, asked at the right time. 

Are children learning how to ask themselves questions, to make 
sense as they read? Are teachers skilled in asking questions 
which make children think deeply? Is discussion of texts 
inclusive and challenging? Are children interrogating and 
exploring texts through a range of directed activities, such as 
reconstruction, imaginative writing and drama? 

 

Reading aloud to children ensures that they are immersed 
regularly in high-quality stories, poetry and non-fiction. It is a way 
for them to practise comprehension of challenging texts beyond 
their level of decoding. It teaches vocabulary and understanding 
of narrative. It allows teachers to model reading with expression, 
with enjoyment and with commitment. 

Is time made for reading to children in all years? Is whole class 
‘guided’ reading understood and used as one approach? Are 
children read to just for pleasure, as well as part of teaching? Is 
the skill of reading aloud valued and practised by teachers, as 
an essential teaching asset? 

Reading by Six, Ofsted 

www.interventionsforliteracy.org.uk 

What works for children with literacy difficulties? Greg Brooks 

Identifying and teaching children and young people with dyslexia and literacy difficulties, Jim Rose 

phonicsinternational.com, Debbie Hepplewhite, online phonics training programme for teachers and TAs 

www.oxfordowl.co.uk Phonics, Comprehension 

Reading Comprehension fliers, National Strategies 

Inference training, Leicester City Council 

Building an Outstanding Reading School, James Clements 

Reading Connects Handbook, National Literacy Trust 

Choosing and Using Quality Children’s Texts, Centre for Literacy in Primary Education 

The Power of Reading programme, Centre for Literacy in Primary Education 

Guiding Readers: Layers of meaning, Nicki Gamble et al 

Teaching effective vocabulary: what can teachers do to increase the vocabulary of children who start 

education with a limited vocabulary? National Strategies 

Bringing words to life: robust vocabulary instruction, Isobel Beck et al 

Effective teaching of inference skills, Anne Kispal (National Foundation for Educational Research) 

 

What sorts of questions 
are children and 
teachers asking about 
texts as they read? 

 

Do teachers read to 
children every day? 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/reading-by-six-how-the-best-schools-do-it
file:///C:/Users/James/Dropbox/Temporary%20%20reverse%20backup/Leaders%20toolkit/www.interventionsforliteracy.org.uk
http://www.interventionsforliteracy.org.uk/widgets_GregBrooks/What_works_for_children_fourth_ed.pdf
http://www.interventionsforliteracy.org.uk/assets/Uploads/The-Rose-Report-June-2009.pdf
https://phonicsinternational.com/
http://www.oxfordowl.co.uk/
http://removingbarriers.lls.leicester.gov.uk/Media/Removing%20Barriers/LLS%20web%2003-14%20V2.pdf
http://www.outstandingreading.org/
https://literacytrust.org.uk/
https://www.clpe.org.uk/sites/default/files/12696%20CLPE%20Choosing%20and%20Using%20Texts%20HYPER%20%28002%29_0.pdf
https://www.clpe.org.uk/powerofreading
http://www.guidingreaders.com/
https://www.guilford.com/books/Bringing-Words-to-Life/Beck-McKeown-Kucan/9781462508167
https://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/EDR01/EDR01.pdf

