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Teaching & Learning through Children’s Literature

Connecting Thinking to the act of Reading

Robyn English

e all love a Venn diagram. There are so many
Wways in which concepts, objects and ideas crash

into one another, becoming so interconnected
that they appear in the centre of a diagram that resembles
the impossible tangle of my garden hose. One such overlay
of complex ideas that is a little more logical than my hose
loops, appears in the representation of how reading skills
relate to one another: Duke and Cartwright's ‘Active View
of Reading’.

The authors have identified five aspects they call bridging
processes that lie in the junction between word recognition
and language comprehension. There is a lot being said
at present about both word recognition and language
comprehension, but not a great deal of attention is being
given to the bridging processes that are fundamental to
the act of reading. One way to look at these processes is to
consider them as the place where the reader takes things
that are known—such as how to decode text—and turns
it into something that has meaning—comprehension. In
essence, this is where readers engage in thinking.

In this article, I look at the bridging processes and
consider an example of a picture book for each that can be
used by a classroom teacher to explicitly teach students
to engage in thinking in order to take meaning from
their reading. In this manner, we can make explicit to our
students the need to think about the text they have decoded
in order to connect to meaning, see Figure 1.

This is a reader model.

Reading is also impacted by text,
task, and socloculiural context.

Print Concepts

Despite the fear that screens would make printed books
outmoded and obsolete, there are still many, high-quality
books being published for children. But are books being
placed in children’s hands as much as in the past? Watching
a growing number of classroom teachers reaching for online
video clips of these reading texts while lessons are guided
by pre-packaged slide decks, makes me wonder if our
children are getting as much time with printed books as
would be ideal.

Research by world-leading literacy expert, Marie Clay,
showed us that finding out about the basics of accessing a
book is important for teachers who begin the reading work
with school starters. While many children come to school
with rich experiences of being read to, attending story-time
at local libraries and being bounced on a loved one’s knee
in time to the beat and rhythm of a traditional rhyme, many
do not. Knowing which tools a young reader brings to
classroom learning is very helpful for teachers. Clay referred
to this as concepts about print and teachers have for many
years, checked that young readers hold a book the right way
up, understand the purpose of the cover and know how to
turn pages, recognise a group of letters as a word and so on.

In This is MY Book, author Tim Harris and illustrator
Heidi McKinnon have a wild ride as the left-hand and
right-hand pages engage in a passionate argument about
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Figure 1. The Active View of Reading

Note. Duke, N.K., & Cartwright, K.B. (2021). The science of reading progresses: Communicating advances beyond the
simple view of reading. Reading Research Quarterly 56(S1) https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.411



there is a letter omission and it is
probably ‘It was'”. This is followed by an
unknown word (brillig) but it has no
capital letter so we know is not a proper
noun and there is no article so possibly
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sibling tantrum as they fight it out, drawing
author and illustrator into their battle. The
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having a top page and a bottom page. The illustrator is
bullied into painting over one page in an attempt to cover
the other character’s face. What a wonderfully wacky way
for young readers to consider the text features of a book and
how established rules can be deliberately broken to draw
attention to the organisation of a printed text.

author is ordered by one page to rewrite the
text so that it is presented sideways. The
book needs to be turned ninety degrees, thus

Reading Fluency

Fluent reading requires the skills of eye-tracking,
text decoding, using cues provided by punctuation and
knowing enough about syntax to be able to phrase blocks
of text that belong together. The words need to be produced
with appropriate speed, volume and prosody.

Well known literacy consultant Timothy Shanahan (2025)
points out that reading ability...

...1s often measured through oral reading fluency. These
days that means having students read passages aloud and
counting the numbers of words per minute read accurately.
While this has value, it can lead teachers to encourage
reading speed over the other elements of fluency (accuracy
and prosody). It is important to remember that speed and
automaticity are not the same thing... (n.p.)

Two strategies that are recommended for developing
reading fluency are multiple readings and reading poetry
(English, 2025). When we need to undertake reading in
public, even as an adult, we practise reading aloud and
consider the best places to add pauses and emphasis to
ensure our message is presented in the most engaging and
meaningful way for the audience. The power in picture
books written in poetry form, or poems published as
picture books, is the way they support experience with,
and the understanding of, prosody—the phrasing and
musicality of the language. Take a poem such as Jabberwocky
by Lewis Carol first published in 1871 in Through the Looking
Glass. How many children have delighted in the terrifying
warnings of this terrible creature along with its counterparts
the frumious Bandersnatch and the Jubjub bird? What
a wonderful poem for our young readers to rehearse in
chorus or as shared readers co-reading in a small group.

The version of the poem published in 2003 and illustrated
by Joel Stewart, enables the reader to link images to the
words and to think about how punctuation and syntax
contribute to meaning making. For example, consider the
opening line,

“"Twas brillig, and the slithy toves, did gyre and gimble in the
wabe:’

The apostrophe before the initial T lets us know that

not a noun at all. Brillig might relate to
temporal information, It was morning, or
it might be a descriptor of the weather,
It was hot. We know that slithy (ending
in y so probably an adjective) toves (common noun so

this might be a kind of creature) did something, so gyre and
gimble probably indicate some kind of action or behaviour
(verbs). There is a preposition (in) that tells us they are
located within a place or context, and this environment is
known as the wabe. It is preceded by a definite article but
having no capital letter for the noun tells us it might be the
woods, the market, the school etc., rather than a recognised
place such as Sydney.

Knowing about punctuation and grammar + thinking
about the implications for meaning = thoughtful, expressive
reading that oozes meaning for the audience.

The comprehension lies in the warning tone of the
narrator and the implied meaning of words that will not be
found in a dictionary; Borogoves that are mimsy, a sword that
is vorpal and slithy toves gimbling. Learning this by heart for
performance would give joy to many students.

Vocabulary Knowledge

“A rich vocabulary supports learning about the world,
encountering new ideas, enjoying the beauty of language. A
rich vocabulary enhances an interview, allows one to see the
humour in wordplay, shores up what an individual wants to
say, and, especially wants to write.” Beck et al., (2013, p.1).

Having a wide and flexible vocabulary is a tool that can
make all the difference to effective communication. Our
students need to understand the words they decode and
they need to be able to use specific and detailed words to
share their own meaning in both speaking and writing.
Many educators build the teaching of key vocab into lesson
planning, ensuring that technical language is explicitly
taught. This makes a lot of sense when we are learning in
subject areas like science or geography. It is helpful to know
what a hiypothesis is, or what is meant by population. But we
often forget that even the youngest children need to have
common language introduced, taught and used.

Picture story books are gems for sourcing detailed
adjectives and verbs that give nuance to character action.
[lustrations provide an additional layer of support with
visual prompts so that the reader can see what an unknown
word might mean.

Come Together by Yorta Yorta and
Gunditjmara man, Isaiah Firebrace,
provides a fabulous opportunity to
explore the use of vocabulary that
we would generally consider as tier
two words—those that have, “...
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high utility for mature language learners and are found
across a variety of domains” (Beck, et al, 2013, p. 9). Time
and energy put into teaching such words provides growth
across the curriculum and ensures one word is used in
multiple ways. Whilst reading a one-page explanation
about “things every Aussie kid should know about the First
Peoples”, Firebrace introduces vocabulary such as harmony,
deadly, acknowledgement, ceremony, design, remain,
creation, Elders, mob, right, represent and connection.
Front-loading knowledge about these words and then
seeing how they are used to communicate information
about First Nations people provides an example of how
the English language can use one word to mean different
things in different contexts. There is explicit explanation as
to why some words are given priority and respect by using
a capital letter such as elder and Elder, country and Country.
Key words can be homophones or words that have been
appropriated by particular contexts or groups. Students
will be able to find many examples of such words in online
games, slang and colloquial language.

Morphological Awareness

Morphology is the study of the form and structure of
language (originating from Greek logia meaning to study,
and morph meaning shape). Knowing how we use structures
such as prefixes and suffixes to impact the meaning of a
word is a vital skill for our readers and is the point at which
a reader stops and thinks about vocabulary. If the word
is fearless, a confident reader will be able to recognise the
suffix ‘less’ meaning ‘without” after the base word ‘fear’.

An enthusiastic reader might research using such great
resources as online etymology dictionary, etymonline to
find that the base word originates from the Old English
word feer meaning calamity, sudden danger, peril, sudden
attack. Building word clusters based on morphology can
demonstrate that having a bank of prefixes and suffixes

can mean that knowing one word is really knowing many.
Adding a suffix to fear produces, fearful, fearing, fears, feared,
tearless, fearfully, fearlessness. See the article by Christine
Topfer elsewhere in this issue for more detailed information
on morphology.

Using a picture story book to explore interesting
vocabulary to build word sets and analyse word meanings

that can be applied to other words gives any reader an
endless opportunity to use diverse and specific vocabulary
as well as the confidence to be able to work out what an
unknown word might mean.

The Amazing Case of Dr Ward by Jackie Kerin and Tull
Suwannakit (2021) is a veritable trove of wonderful words to
explore. It is the true story of Englishman Nathanial Ward
who was too nervous to travel overseas to see first-hand
the exotic plants that were his obsession. Consequently, he
invented a glass case to keep plants alive so that they could
be transported long distances by sea from far away locations
to England. In 1834 he was finally successful with his
invention labelled the Wardian Case.
Now known as a terrarium (from the
Latin terra meaning land and arium
from ary, indicating connected with
or pertaining to), this invention has
become a commonplace household
item as well as a scientific apparatus.

Just looking at the first page of text
offers many words that can be the

focus of morphological study.

Grapho-phonological Semantic Cognitive
Flexibility

Consider all the times when you, as an experienced reader,
read a sentence and then stopped in your tracks thinking,
“Hang on, that isn't right.” A re-read usually shows that you
have made the reading equivalent of a text typo—reading
a word incorrectly. An example might be that you see the
word ‘windy’ in a text and read it with a short <i> sound. By
reading the whole sentence, ‘The trip was awful, the route
so windy that it made me carsick’, you realise that the long
vowel sound should be given to the <i>. This is an example
of the reader being cognitively flexible in pausing and
revisiting the text to check because the grapho-phonological
(written) information did not match the semantic (meaning)
they were expecting. Good readers do this all the time, with
their eyes giving their brain advanced notice of the context
and most probable meaning for the word. Our beginning
readers don’t necessarily do this naturally as they are
working hard on decoding the text, and full comprehension
might be interrupted without the reader noticing.

Word Possible study

fearless
different suffixes.

See example above of how a word (fear) can be used to create a word bank by adding

being, sailing, risking

Verbs sharing the ing suffix to show present tense.

plant, search

Base words that can be used with both prefixes and suffixes to create related words.

specimens

From the Latin specialis meaning individual, particular. Links to many other related
words from the same Latin root such as: special, specialty, specialise, species, specific.

Table 1: Words from one page of The Amazing Case of Dr Ward that could be the focus of morphological study.
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Because of this, it is vital that we teach our readers

to pause and mentally check in for meaning. I found
myself doing this several times in my first reading of Two
Turtles, the hilarious tale of Terrence and Frank, two very
competitive turtles that made everything about winning,.
The author speaks directly to the reader to check that they
are paying attention to details, for example with the line,
“You're probably wondering if he’s going

to be okay.” It took me a while to realise

that Terrence and Frank were in a pickle

because they let their desire to win

dominate commonsense, safety and basic

logic.

This book is perfect for a teacher to

use the think aloud strategy, in which

the reader can pause and monitor what
is happening—because it doesn’t seem to be a sensible
storyline. Modelling this need to repeatedly check for
meaning helps young readers to monitor their own reading
and recognise that re-reading is a behaviour that all good
readers do automatically.

Teaching reading is a complex skill, and it is fitting that

a framework that identifies the different elements and
processes in this learning is equally as complex. In the
active view of reading (see Figure 1., we can see complexity
but also structure. It is neither linear nor sequential
and the elements that a reader brings to the process are
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acknowledged along with the ultimate goal—to read for
understanding. What better way to focus on the subskills
than to use authentic quality children’s books to bring the
bridging processes into focus. The books shared here are
only a tiny sample of those that might be used to do this,
and teachers will, no doubt, have many personal favourites
that could be used for the same purposes.
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