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ABOUT US

• Greystone Primary School is in Antrim within a housing estate

• No of pupils - 175

• FSM – 34%

• SEN – 31%

• EAL – 15%



BACKGROUND - OUR INVOLVEMENT IN SOR

• Greystone Primary is one of a group of 20 schools from the Nursery, Primary, Secondary and 

Special School sectors in the Antrim and Randalstown area that form the MFT (Moving 

Forward Together) group. 

• In 2022 our MFT literacy network met with Geraldine Magennis-Clarke and began to learn 

about The Science of Reading. 

• Following this training session (and several more) I disseminated to our staff and ignited a 

sudden need to change some practices within our school. 

• I was aware that we couldn’t do everything all at once, but I knew where to start and that was 

with Whole Class Guided Reading.  



RESEARCH – PROFESSOR TIMOTHY SHANAHAN

• Timothy Shanahan is a prominent literacy educator and is Distinguished 

Professor Emeritus at the University of Illinois at Chicago. 

• He has conducted much research into reading and the ways in which it is 

carried out in classes, e.g. ‘Round Robin Reading’, ‘Three-cueing System’ 

and ‘Popcorn Reading’ to name a few.

• His research has led to his very specific views on Whole Class Guided 

Reading (WCGR)



WHO SAYS WCGR IS A GOOD IDEA?

• Professor Timothy Shanahan has written a book 

on the subject where he argues that using ‘just 

right books’ to teach children how to read is: 

1. based on very imprecise theory

2. does not enable children to reach their reading 

potential, despite seeming to be a sensible 

approach

3. does not allow teachers to provide skilled and 

responsive scaffolding to facilitate children in 

negotiating suitably challenging texts.



PROFESSOR 
TIMOTHY 
SHANAHAN 
‘NEVER DO WITH A SMALL GROUP WHAT YOU 

COULD DO JUST AS WELL WITH WHOLE 

CLASS TEACHING’

https://www.shanahanonliteracy.com/blog/should-reading-be-taught-

whole-class-or-small-group-1
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Fluency 

(ORF)



WHY DID WE START WCGR?

• Thinking about the research and the strands of Scarborough’s Reading Rope and the fact 

that we have 31% SEN children and 15% EAL children we were aware that there were 

limitations in their vocab and comprehension as they were simply not exposed to 

anything other than levelled books.

• Guided Reading was small group based, and children were given levelled books that were 

ticked off a list. 

• Children progressed through the lists and levels, reading in a ‘Round Robin’ setting.

• And honestly, children were bored!



WHERE DID WE START?

• I started by explaining WCGR, what it was and the benefits of it from the research I had 

read.

• We are very lucky that our staff could see the benefits for themselves but more 

importantly for the children and even those teachers not involved in WCGR were 

involved in the discussions etc. 

• It was important for all staff to be aware of how FS start to teach reading and how it 

continues in KS1 and then how it would look in KS2 moving forward.



KEY STAGE 2 TEACHER OPINIONS ON GUIDED 
READING

• I began by asking the KS2 teachers what they thought about guided reading as it was at that 

moment and their comments included:

• It is very time consuming and as a result it is difficult to give every child the time/attention they 

needed across the week.

• It is very rushed, especially with seven groups to manage.

• Those children who enjoyed reading engaged in GR but those who needed additional support were 

disinterested or spent much of the session on the vocab that they didn’t discuss the text.

• It is difficult to manage the rest of the class while trying to read and explore the text.

• Planning for GR was time consuming, especially when it involved reading numerous books 

beforehand and devising questions and activities for up to seven groups on a weekly basis that were 

purposeful and challenging.



HOW DID GR (PRE WCGR) AFFECT THE CHILDREN?

• Small group structure was good for less confident readers / SEN children.

• Small reading groups meant that some children were more forthcoming with responses 

and answers to things related to their reading, however those children not reading at that 

time were less focused and therefore put less effort into their reading tasks. 

• As the teacher was focused on one group, she was unable to give immediate support to 

those working on other activities, even for clarification or encouragement.

• Some children didn’t enjoy the process as they didn’t like the books they had to read.

• They didn’t like sitting in small groups to read.



THE NEXT STEP

• We discussed what WCGR would look like and how it would be managed.  

• We looked at the books we already had in school and those that teachers thought would 

be interesting and enjoyable to read. 

• When we realised there weren’t enough books for a whole class set, we decided to use 

the money from a book fair, PTA donations and also a letter to parents to purchase 

books. 



BOOK TITLES

PRIMARY 5 
 

PRIMARY 6 PRIMARY 7 

 

 

The Hodgeheg 
 
By Dick King-Smith 

 

 

The Boy at the Back of 
the Class 
 
By Onjali Q Rauf 

 

 

The Boy in the Strioed 
Pyjamas 
 
By John Boyle 

 

 

Matilda 
 
By Roald Dahl 

 

 

Ellie Engle Saves Herself 
 
By Leah Johnson 

 

 

Street Child 
 
By Berlie Doherty 

 

 

How To Train Your Dragon 
 
By Cressida Cowell 

 

 

Charlotte’s Web  
 
By E. B. White 

 

 

Wonder 
 
By R. J. Palacio 

 

 
 

Secrets of a Sun King 
 
By Emma Carroll 

 

 

Into the Volcano 
 
By Catherine Ard & 
Wenjia Tang 

 

 

The Wonder Brothers  
 
By Frank Cottrell-Boyce 

 



HOW TEACHERS PLAN FOR WCGR

• They begin by reading the book so that they have a good understanding of the text.

• Following this teachers had to consider the background knowledge children should be 

equipped with before reading the book.

• They then ‘map out’ what they want the children to read during each session, after which they 

list some questions they intend to ask and vocabulary they want to discuss or investigate, 

perhaps the origins of words.

• Following this they will consider some discussion points they want to raise with the children.

• The teachers then prepare activities that will follow the reading. 



WCGR IN PRIMARY 5
MATILDA – CHAPTER 15

• The class read chapter 15 ‘The Arithmetic’, most of which centres around The Trunchbull 

leading a PE lesson.

• Following the reading the class discussed the chapter, what happened, how they felt about 

the events, how the children would have felt, why Miss Trunchbull acts this way.

•  As their follow-up activity children had to decide if written statements were true or 

false.



ACTIVITY FOR MORE ABLE CHILD AND SEN CHILD



ACTIVITY 2: Children had to read the letter and then 
write interview questions for Matilda



ACTIVITY 2: Children had to read the letter and then 
write interview questions for Matilda



ADDITIONAL LIST OF ACTIVITIES FOR WCGR

• Character descriptions – partner activity where one children describes a character and the other has to 

guess from the clues and vice versa

• Whole class debate – Teacher decides the theme, but children discuss/argue the point, backed up with 

information from the text and their background knowledge too.

• Teacher led - Modelling comprehension skills like making predictions, inference, or clarifying vocabulary.

• Draw the Setting 

• Character Interview

• Write a letter to a character 

• Drama activities



THE 345 LIST OF TIER TWO VOCABULARY FOR 
PRIMARY SCHOOLS

• abandon, abstract, absolutely, access, accompany, accurate, achieve, acquire, adaptation, 

advantage, basic, benefit, bond, brief, budget, capable, category, cease, channel, circumstances, 

demonstrate, deny, design, despite, detect, develop, device, dimension

• Above are just a few of the 345 words that we are aiming to read, learn, define and use 

throughout primary school. 

• These words could occur in text, but it is more likely that we will use them when asking 

questions or setting tasks and therefore it is important that we teach these words so 

that children can use or understand them in the correct context.



ACTIVITY IDEA 
FOR 345 LIST 
WORDS



A TYPICAL LESSON

• Whole Class Guided Reading Sessions last between 30-45 minutes and there are a minimum 

of two sessions per week.

• The session starts with a recap of the previous chapter led by the children – to remind them 

of the content and also inform anyone who has been absent. This lasts for a couple of minutes 

but it is valuable to all.

• Teachers set the purpose of the lesson e.g. Look for ways the author describes the character 

(start of the book) OR Make predictions based on previous events and character behaviour 

(middle of the book).

• The class teacher starts the reading and will read a paragraph or two (maximum).

• Each child reads during the week and this gives the teacher opportunities to monitor fluency, 

expression, levels of confidence, awareness of grammar and their comprehension skills.



MONITORING 
FLUENCY 
DURING 
WCGR



A TYPICAL LESSON CONTINUED…

• Teachers regularly pause during reading to ask questions that challenge children’s thinking and deepen 

their understanding of the text, and they will seek to develop their vocabulary knowledge.

• After about 10 minutes the children will pause WCGR and the reading will vary slightly. Sometimes they 

will work in pairs to read a set amount with a task at the end of it.

• Sometimes there will be choral reading in mixed ability pairs – children read in unison and usually a more 

proficient reader leads it. This builds reading fluency, confidence, expression, and comprehension by 

providing a supportive environment for less confident readers to practice with peers. This type of reading 

is regularly carried out with performance poetry, so children are familiar with it.

• Sometimes we will echo read, especially if we want to model the reading style. In this case the teacher 

reads the sentence, and the children read it back, mimicking the way the teacher has read. 

• These techniques make sure that reluctant or struggling readers get to read rather than getting lost in 

the midst of the text. 



WHAT IMPACT DOES WCGR HAVE ON THE CHILDREN?

• Children, regardless of ability have access to the same high-quality text

• Weaker readers are exposed to rich vocabulary, complex sentence structure and engaging 

storylines and they tend to take part in the discussions about the reading.

• Stronger readers will improve their fluency, deepen their understanding of text and enable 

more discussions.

• Huge improvement in confidence.

• Improvement in language comprehension

• Much improved awareness of grammar and how this dictates how sentences should be read.

• Inclusion – All children (regardless of needs) are included in WCGR and this boosts their self-

esteem.



POSITIVES FOR THE TEACHERS

• Planning – teachers need only plan for one book as opposed to up to 7. 

• Much more time manageable

• Many more opportunities to discuss the text, look at language structure, talk about 

vocabulary and what it means.

• Guided Reading is much more focused now with limited/no distractions.

• Time to model reading to all of the children at the same time (Often by Echo Reading)

• Time to enjoy the reading process with the children.



RESULTS SPEAK FOR THEMSELVES

We use NGRT to assess reading at the beginning of each term and our results have shown 

an increase of scores from September to January of:

P5 – 76% of children’s scores increased

P6 – 67% of children’s scores increased

P7 – 54% of children’s scores increased



SEN CHILDREN AND MORE ABLE CHILDREN

• How do we meet the needs of the SEN children and Instructional level children?

• SEN children still take part in WCGR and they are particularly excited when reading takes place.

• They thrive on the opportunity to talk about the same book as their peers and often they pick up on things 

that perhaps others haven’t thought about.

• Those who struggle with reading will not only read as a whole class, but they will also read independently 

(with an adult) on a 1:1 basis (outside of WCGR lessons).

• How do we challenge the more able children?

• More able children are challenged through the activities linked to their text e.g.  Asking children to ‘Tell Me 

About’ to encourage deeper responses rather than simple retrieval, teaching skills such as compare and 

contrast characters/settings, use word webs for new vocabulary.



READING FOR ENJOYMENT

• There has never been a better time to promote a reading culture in your school, particularly as it’s The 

National Year of Reading. 

• Remember to encourage ‘read-alouds’ in your classrooms – The Literacy Framework for Primary 

Schools (page 33) …’Highlights the importance of fostering reading for pleasure as a driver of motivation 

and lifelong engagement, offering practical strategies such as daily read-alouds, creating reading-rich 

environments and family involvement’

• Each teacher in our school also reads to their class so that they get used to hearing and engaging in texts 

outside of ‘reading time’.  This excites the children! We want to fuel that enthusiasm for reading in 

Greystone Primary and a big part of that is Reading for Pleasure.  

• Every class in our school visits the local library to choose their own books. 

• Once a week our Primary 7 children visit our Primary 1 children and read with them. 

• Teachers read too! – D.E.A.R.



WHERE NEXT?

• P4 – trial whole class reading in summer term 

• Continue to build (ORF) Oral Reading Fluency through various ways including repeated 

reading, echo reading and choral reading -  The Mega Book of Fluency (2021 -Tim 

Rasinski and Melissa Cheesman) has a fantastic range of activities to promote this.

• Look at Phonics and Spelling

• This is just one aspect of the SoR and we are taking it a step at a time – Rome wasn’t 

built in a day!



WHERE TO START IF YOU HAVEN’T ALREADY

• Step 1 – Carry out a baseline to ascertain where you are now. Follow the link to The 

Reading League ‘Curriculum Evaluation Guidelines’

https://www.thereadingleague.org/curriculum-evaluation-guidelines/

• Step 2 – WCGR – Check the books you have and decide if they will be a good match the 

KS2 classes.

• Step 3 – Ask teachers to read the books and devise questions and activities to match.

• Step 4 – Plan for the sessions.

• Step 5 - Begin reading in the classroom.
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RESOURCES AND READING

• Scarborough’s Reading Rope (2001)

• ‘Making Whole Class Work More Effectively’ – https://www.readingrockets.org/blogs/shanahan-on-literacy/making-whole-class-work-more-effective

• HFL Education - https://www.hfleducation.org/blog/whole-class-guided-reading-ks2 

• Shanahan on Literacy - https://www.shanahanonliteracy.com/

• ‘Target the Problem!’ - https://www.readingrockets.org/helping-all-readers/why-some-kids-struggle/target-problem

• Taylor and Francis Online – Journal-Education-Reading Psychology- Volume 42 issue 3 – The Role of Background Knowledge in 

Reading https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02702711.2021.1888348#d1e192

• The 345 List of Tier Two Vocabulary For Primary Schools – Christopher Such - The Art and Science of Teaching Primary Reading 

• The Multi Dimensional Fluency Rubric – https://www.forgecpd.com/post/a-focus-on-fluency 

• Strong Foundations: A Literacy Framework for Primary Schools - https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2026-

01/DE%20Literacy%20Framework%20%2826-1-26%29.pdf 
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THANK YOU

• Any Questions?
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