
1
INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher

TEACHER ACTIVITY 1

Reading is the most important skill that learners need throughout 

their school career. The ability of learners to read fl uently and to 

understand what they read starts in the Foundation Phase. The 

purpose of these teacher materials is, therefore, to help Foundation 

Phase teachers become expert reading teachers. It describes what 

expert reading teachers know and do and their typical values and 

attitudes. It helps teachers to understand what is meant when we 

talk about an expert reading teacher.

Think for a few seconds. What does the word expert 
mean?

Not everyone has exactly the same view about what is meant by 

an expert reading teacher. However, research shows that there is 

a direct link between children’s reading ability and what happens 

in the classroom. Some teaching practices are more effective than 

others and produce better results. In writing these materials, we 

have drawn on research into the successful teaching of reading. 

The information in these materials is therefore evidence-based. 

Although much of this research has been done in other countries, 

we have tried to draw on South African research wherever possible.

Our yardstick for assessing whether teaching practices are effective 

is evidence from research. If schools produce children who are 

fl uent and good readers, then the teachers are doing things right. 

We hope that in the Zenex Foundation Literacy Project we’ll learn 

more about what works in South African classrooms. We’ll continue 

to discuss the concept of the expert reading teacher throughout the 

Zenex Literacy Project. We hope that we’ll learn from each other 

Evidence-based 
compound noun 
using the best 
available research 
results (evidence) 
when making 
decisions about 
doing something

Yardstick noun 
a standard of 
measurement

Typical adjective 
having the usual 
features of 
something

1.  Introduction
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and deepen our understanding of what it means to be an expert 

Foundation Phase reading teacher in South Africa.  

This is what lifelong learning is all about!

In order to have  this  ongoing conversation, we  need  to  share 

a specialist language about the teaching of reading. We have 

therefore explained the meanings of specialist vocabulary used 

in these materials. We have also included a list of these words 

and their definitions, together with translations into isiZulu and 

isiXhosa, at the end of this section.

This set of teacher materials begins with a summary of the 

characteristics of an expert reading teacher. The purpose of this 

summary is for us to see all the characteristics together and 

how they link to each other. This helps us to recognise what an 

expert Foundation Phase reading teacher is like and thus provides 

a framework for the Zenex Literacy Project. The materials then 

go on to deal with each characteristic in turn. The section then 

discusses each characteristic in turn. This enables us to focus on 

each characteristic as a separate topic. The topics will be covered in 

more detail in the teacher training sessions in 2015 and 2016.

These materials ends with a questionnaire which you, as a 

Foundation Phase teacher, can use to evaluate your expertise as a 

reading teacher. You can then set goals for yourself that will help 

you to develop this expertise.

Characteristic 
noun a quality 
that is typical 
of someone and 
makes them 
different from 
others
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 2

Before you read our ideas about the characteristics of an expert 

reading teacher, we would like you to do the following. If you do 

not have a group, try to fi nd someone to share your ideas with.

HOW DO WE RECOGNISE AN EXPERT READING TEACHER?

1. Discuss in your groups: 
•  What does an expert reading teacher know? 
•  What does an expert reading teacher do? 
•  What values and attitudes does an expert reading teacher 

have?
2. Record your views on the newsheet you’ve been given 
3. Stick your newsheet up on the wall.
4.  Walk around to look at what the other groups have written.  
5.  When you look at what the other groups have written, refl ect 

on these questions: 
•  Are their views the same as yours? 
•  Are there any differences? 
•  Has this made you think more about the characteristics of 

an expert reading teacher?
6.  As a group, make a note of ONE thing you learnt from looking 

at the other group’s frameworks.  Choose someone to report 
back.

7. Each group reports back on the one thing they learned.
8.  In your groups read pages 5 and 6 and then discuss the 

following: 
•  What are similarities between the framework your group 

drew up in Activity 1 and the framework in the manual? 
•  Are there any differences?
•  Discuss which of the characteristics are most important in 

your context? Choose someone to report back on this point 
only.

9. Each group reports back.

2.    The characteristics 
of an expert reading 
teacher
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2.1 The framework

In this section, we will focus on the different characteristics of an 

expert reading teacher in terms of what they know, what they 

do and what they demonstrate in terms of values and attitudes. 

Together these provide a framework for understanding what it 

takes to be an expert Foundation Phase reading teacher.

What an expert Foundation Phase reading teacher 
KNOWS:

• How young children develop and learn.

• How children acquire languages and how they develop 
bilingually.

• How children learn to read – the processes involved in 
learning to read.

• What to expect at different stages of children’s reading 
development.

• The curriculum  –  the  Home  and  First  Additional  
Language

• Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statements (CAPS).

What expert Foundation Phase reading teachers DO:
• Organise their classrooms to support the acquisition of 

language and literacy.

• Plan for the year, the term, the week and the day.

• Teach the different parts of the reading process: decoding, 
fluency, vocabulary and comprehension, fluency.

• Motivate children to read and provide them with many 
opportunities to practise.

• Enjoy reading themselves and provide a model for learners.

• Process noun a series of things that you do in order to 
achieve or produce something.

• Use the home and additional languages confidently and 
competently.

• Use more than one language to support children’s learning.

• Manage teaching and learning so that time is used effectively.

Process noun a 
series of things 
that you do in 
order to achieve 
or produce 
something

Stage noun one 
part of a process 
or activity 

Acquisition 
noun the process 
of learning 
something 
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• Ask learners questions and engage them in conversations.

• Use appropriate resources to support teaching and learning.

• Observe children reading, assess their progress and gives 
them feedback.

• Provide different learning experiences depending on the 
needs of learners (differentiated learning).

• Manage teaching and learning so that time is used effectively.

An expert teacher’s values and attitudes
• Is passionate about reading.

• Respects learners and their languages.

• Encourages learners to believe in themselves.

• Creates a caring and inclusive classroom environment.

• Respects learners’ parents, families and other caregivers and 
establishes good relationships with them.

The rest of this manual describes these points in more 

detail. It is, in fact, a summary of everything which is dealt 

with in this course on being an Expert Reading Teacher. 

Read it carefully and it will prepare you well for what is to 

come in other modules.

Feedback noun 
advice about 
how successful 
someone is and 
how to improve 
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2.2  What an expert teacher knows

2.2.1 How young children develop and learn

Whole child development
Expert reading teachers understand how young children develop 

and learn. When children enter Grade R they are usually 5 years of 

age and when they complete Grade 3 they are 9 or 10 years old. 

Children develop rapidly during this period of time. This includes all 

aspects of their development:

• Physical development

• Cognitive development

• Language development

• Emotional development

• Social development

All these aspects of children’s development affect their ability 

to read. For example, if children have well developed language 

abilities, this provides a good foundation for learning to read. On 

the other hand, if children are emotionally stressed, this holds back 

their development and makes reading more difficult. If children do 

not get enough sleep, this will affect their ability to concentrate 

and therefore to learn to read. In the early years of the Foundation 

Phase, children need around 11 hours of sleep a night and by the 

end about 10 hours. Good nutrition is also important. Too much 

sugar from sweets and cooldrinks can affect children’s ability to 

focus and concentrate and cause behaviour problems.

Expert teachers know their learners well and observe their 

development. They work together with parents/caregivers to 

support children’s development, for example, they make sure that 

children are getting enough sleep. If necessary, they also work 

together with the health services, for example, to get children’s 

sight and hearing tested. It is difficult for children to learn to read if 

they have visual or hearing problems.

Cognitive 
adjective relating 
to the process 
of knowing, 
understanding 
and learning
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Development in context
Children do not all develop at the same pace. They are born with 

some differences, for example, some children are taller than others. 

They also vary depending on the activities they have been involved 

in at home. Children from rural areas may be more advanced 

physically because they have had more opportunities to play 

outside and maybe to help with domestic work. On the other hand, 

urban children – especially those from educated families – may 

have had more engagement with print (i.e. written language as 

encountered in books, newspapers, magazines, advertisements, the 

internet, etc.). Children who have plenty of books at home and who 

see their parents reading and writing will already know a lot about 

print before they enter Grade R. We call this emergent literacy.

Learning in the Foundation Phase
Children learn best when they are actively involved and activities 

are meaningful to them. Activities are meaningful to the child 

when they are developmentally and contextually appropriate. 

Activities need to be just beyond children’s current developmental 

level. The teacher designs the activity and provides the necessary 

support for the child to do the activity successfully. We call this 

scaffolding learning. For example, a Grade R teacher involves her 

learners in the activity of shared reading. The teacher chooses a big 

book which the children will understand, but it also contains new 

concepts, vocabulary and language structures for them to learn. 

The children sit around the teacher on mat in an emotionally safe 

and comfortable environment. First the teacher reads the book 

and asks questions to involve the children actively. Then she reads 

the book again – perhaps the next day – and the children join in. 

Gradually over several days, the teacher lets the learners take 

over the reading. Finally, the teacher may put the Big Book in the 

reading corner where individual children may choose to try to ‘read’ 

independently.

By the time children are in Grade 3, they are able to think in more 

complex ways and their spatial reasoning has improved. They 

Scaffold 
(learning) verb 
to set an activity 
just beyond what 
children can do 
on their own, 
providing support 
at first and then 
taking this away 
when the children 
can manage on 
their own.

Spatial reasoning 
compound noun 
the ability to read 
and draw maps 
and graphs, and 
to give and follow 
detailed directions

Pace noun speed

Vary verb to be 
different from 
each other

Engagement 
noun when you 
become involved 
with something

Emergent 
literacy 
compound noun 
a gradual process 
of learning about 
reading and 
writing through 
exposure from a 
very young age
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can give clear, well-organised directions and, if their teachers 
have given them practice, they can read maps and diagrams. The 
speed with which they can process information has increased, so 
they should be able to read more quickly. They should be able to 
focus on tasks for longer because they are able to plan and use 
strategies.

Therefore, Grade 3 learners can benefit from more formal 
approaches to learning. Teachers can also encourage them to 
take responsibility for their own learning. This does not mean that 
teachers simply leave children to learn on their own. They need 
to teach children how to take responsibility for their own learning. 
For example, teachers can encourage children to think about their 
learning strategies. Children have to learn to self-regulate their 
behaviour. This is very important because it helps children to 
become independent learners. Teachers have an important role to 
play in helping children to develop a strong self-concept. They can 
help children to see that with practice and effort they can succeed 
in becoming good readers.

Learning to read involves the whole child
Expert reading teachers understand that learning to read involves 
the whole child. The teacher thinks about the children’s emotions 
as well as their linguistic and cognitive development. The expert 
teacher understands that learning to read is social: children will 
be motivated to read if they see adults around them reading; they 
will want to participate. The expert reading teacher understands 
that development is an interaction between the child and his or her 
environment. So children growing up in different contexts may be 
at different stages in their reading development. Expert reading 
teachers know their individual learners well, meet them where they 
are and extend their learning from that point.

FURTHER READING

Van der Merwe, K. (2008). Revised edn. How children develop and 
learn. Cape Town: Early Learning Resource Unit.

Self-concept 
noun The idea or 
mental image one 
has of oneself and 
one’s ability to do 
things, and one’s 
strengths and 
weaknesses

Linguistic 
adjective relating 
to language

Participate verb 
to take part in 
something

Learning 
strategy 
compound noun 
an action taken 
by the learner to 
make learning 
more effective

Self-regulate 
verb to manage 
one’s thoughts, 
behaviours and 
emotions
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Continuously 
adverb without 
stopping

Rate noun the 
speed at which 
something 
happens

Modify verb 
to make small 
changes to

Interact to listen 
to and talk to 
people and to do 
things with them

2.2.2  How children acquire languages and develop 
bilingually

Expert reading teachers understand how children acquire 

languages. All children go through the same stages of development 

when they’re learning their home language. However, language 

development happens continuously, and children do not all develop 

at the same rate. Something that influences children’s language 

development is the amount and quality of language that they 

hear.  How often adults speak to the child, how they modify their 

language to make it understandable to the child, the range of 

vocabulary they use and whether or not the relationship is a warm 

and loving one, all influence a child’s language development.

Language acquisition in infancy
Babies start tuning into the sounds of their language while they are 

still in the womb. They begin to acquire language from the moment 

they are born. They need to hear language and interact with people 

in order to do this. By the time babies are 3 months old they can 

recognise voices and turn their eyes to the person speaking to 

them.

Baby and mother interacting
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In the first 6 months of their lives, babies are continuously 

listening. They gradually learn to recognise the sounds that are 

part of the sound system (or phonology) of their own language. If 

they are exposed to more than one language at this stage, they will 

recognise both sound systems.

When they’re around 6 months old, babies start to babble – they 

make sounds like ‘bababa, mamama.’ They seem to enjoy playing 

with sounds. They also use gestures with their arms, hands or faces 

to show that they want things. They are motivated by the basic 

need to communicate. Between the ages of a year and 18 months, 

they say their first words e.g. mama, dada, tata, bye-bye. They 

coordinate words and gestures e.g. waving and saying bye-bye.

Children’s vocabulary grows quite quickly and they start to combine 

words to make simple sentences. In English we call this the two-

word stage because they put two words together to communicate, 

e.g. More juice. (= I want some more juice) No shoes! (= I don’t 

want to wear my shoes) Where ball? (= Where is the ball?).

Parents, relatives and other caregivers tend to simplify their 

language when speaking to children. In their interaction with 

children they focus on meaning. This supports children’s language 

development. When parents and other caregivers surround children 

with language, for example, by talking to them, telling them stories 

and reading to them, their language develops more quickly.

Language acquisition in early childhood
By the time children are 4 or 5 years old they have mastered the 

basic structures of their home language. In the case of children 

whose home language is English, they are likely to have a speaking 

vocabulary of approximately 1,500 to 2,000 words and they may 

understand 3,000-5,000 words. However, there are big differences 

in children’s vocabulary. Children from homes where there is a 

rich language environment know more words than children from 

Phonology noun 
the system of 
speech sounds in a 
language

Motivate verb to 
make someone 
want to do 
something

Coordinate verb 
to use two things 
together



INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher 11

INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher

a poorer language environment. Children with a large vocabulary 

have an advantage when they start school and they are more 

successful in learning to read than children who do not have such 

well-developed oral language. Once children become readers, their 

vocabulary grows rapidly. However, the research on which these 

findings are based has been done mainly in European languages. 

We know very little about children’s vocabulary development in 

African languages.

Children learn the variety of oral language they are exposed to. 

So children learning English in the Western Cape, in Nigeria, in 

America and in Australia will learn different varieties of English. In 

the same way, children learning isiZulu in Nongoma and Soweto 

will learn different varieties of the isiZulu.  It is important that 

teachers respect the variety that the children speak and build on it. 

If children get lots of practice in reading written language, they will 

soon become familiar with the standard form of the language they 

are learning.

Many children in South Africa grow up with a knowledge of 

more than one language. They are emergent bilinguals. It is an 

advantage to be bi- or multilingual in South Africa. Research also 

shows that children who speak two languages have cognitive 

advantages over those who only speak one. Bilingual children go 

through the same stages of language development as monolingual 

children. However, it is important that children get sufficient 

exposure to both languages. If there is little or no exposure to 

language, children can’t develop their language.

Monolingual 
adjective only 
able to speak one 
language

Emergent 
bilingual 
compound noun 
a person who is 
in the process 
of learning two 
languages
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FURTHER READING

Evans, J. (1997). Oral language developmental continuum. First 
steps series. Education Department, Western Australia/Port 
Melbourne, Victoria: Rigby Heinemann.

Evans, J. (1997). Oral language resource book. First steps series. 
Education Department, Western Australia/Port Melbourne, Victoria:

Rigby Heinemann. You can download versions of these two books 
at the following link: http://det.wa.edu.au/stepsresources/detcms/
navigation/first-steps-literacy/?oid=MultiPartArticle-id-13602018

Genesee, F. (2007). A short guide to raising children bilingually. 
Multilingual Living Magazine, Jan/Feb 2007. You can download this 
guide at the following link: http://www.psych.mcgill.ca/perpg/ fac/
genesee/A%20Short%20Guide%20to%20Raising%20Children%20
Bilingually.pdf

National Institute for Literacy. Learning to talk and listen: An oral 
language  resource  for  early  childhood  caregivers. Washington, 
DC: National Institute for Literacy. You can download this resource 
at the following link: https://lincs.ed.gov/publications/pdf/ 
LearningtoTalkandListen.pdf

Ntuli, C.D. & Pretorius, E.J. (2005). Laying foundations for 
academic language competence: The effects of storybook reading 
on Zulu language, literacy and discourse development. Southern 
African Linguistics and Applied Language Studies, 23(1): 91-109.

Pretorius, E.J. & Machet, M.P. (2008). The impact of storybook 
reading on emergent literacy: Evidence from poor rural areas in 
KwaZulu- Natal, South Africa. Musaion, 26 (2): 206-234.

You can download the following Wordworks information sheets at 
this link: http://wordworks.org.za/

• How to provide opportunities for children to talk, listen, and 
learn new words – TO COMMUNICATE!

• Read and tell stories with your child.

• Reading together to young children of different ages.
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2.2.3  How children learn to read – the processes 
involved

Emergent literacy
Expert reading teachers understand that reading is both a skill 

that has to be learned and a social practice that is part of our 

everyday lives. Children who grow up in highly educated families 

are surrounded by print – magazines, books, newspapers, forms, 

bills, advertising leaflets, cell phones, laptops, and so on. They see 

their family members reading for real purposes every day and their 

parents read them storybooks. 

They are part of a community of practice. These children learn 

to value reading from an early age and they acquire a lot of 

knowledge about print.  They know, for example, that print carries 

meaning, that it represents words, that we read from left to right, 

and so on. Because their parents read them storybooks, they 

associate reading with enjoyment and pleasure. They know how to 

hold a book, they know that stories have characters, settings and 

plots, and they may recognise a few words in print and pretend to 

read. We call this knowledge emergent literacy.

Even children who come from homes where levels of literacy are 

not high, are exposed to print. For example, they see road signs, 

Social practice 
compound noun 
a habitual activity 
that shapes 
everyday life 
and is familiar 
to members of 
a community of 
practice

Community 
of practice 
compound 
noun a group 
of people who 
share a concern 
or a passion for 
something they do, 
and learn how to 
do it better as they 
interact regularly

Image: www.pixabay.com
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car number plates, advertisements, signs in shops, labels on food, 

and so on. However, these signs are usually in English, which for 

most children is an additional language. These children start to 

make sense of print in their additional language, for example, they 

learn to recognise words like STOP.

They may be able to recognise and name a fifty cent coin, a two 

rand coin, a five rand coin and a twenty rand note. They start out 

as emergent biliterates. It is important for teachers to recognise 

and value this when these children come to school. They can build 

on what children know about English print but they also need to 

expose children to a rich print environment in their home language.

Learning to become a skilled reader
When children come to school, they start to learn the skill of 

reading. In Grade R, teachers build a strong foundation for reading 

by developing children’s oral language and creating a rich language 

environment in the classroom. They read aloud to children, they 

talk to children and ask them questions. This develops children’s 

language and extends their vocabulary. It is necessary for children 

to have a wide vocabulary so that they can comprehend what 

they read.   Children who have a wide vocabulary and can recall 

words quickly are more successful in learning to read. An example 

of this would be children who can quickly name objects in a picture.

The Grade R teacher develops children’s oral language 

comprehension by reading aloud and asking questions about the 

story and the pictures. This is an important foundation for reading 

comprehension.

Grade R teachers also develop children’s phonemic awareness 

which is the ability to identify individual sounds in words. For 

example, Sihle can recognise the individual sound ‘s’ because  he 

knows that his name begins with this sound. Teachers can use 

songs and language that plays with sounds to develop phonemic 

awareness. For example, nursery rhymes in English help children 

develop phonemic awareness: 

Emergent 
biliterate 
compound noun 
a person who is 
in the process of 
learning to read 
and write in two 
languages
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One, two, buckle your shoe/Three, four, shut the door. Here the 

vowels in the two sets of underlined words rhyme (i.e. they sound 

the same, even though they are written differently).

Teachers can also get children to clap out the syllables in a word, or 

the words in a sentence, or to recognise words which have the same 

initial sound (e.g. the teacher asks, ‘Whose names start with the 

same sound as Sihle’s?’)

The Grade R teacher also teaches learners the alphabet. Children 

learn to link the sounds of their language to the letters of the 

alphabet. The teacher teaches children the letter names, the letter 

sounds and how to form the letters. Research shows that children 

who have strong phonemic awareness and alphabetic knowledge in 

Grade R learn to read more easily and successfully in Grades 1 to 3.

When children enter Grade 1, they must learn how to decode. 

This involves sounding out the letters in words (i.e. knowing what 

sounds the letters represent) and then blending them together 

to form words (phonics). They must then learn to recognise the 

word quickly when they see it again. Children must learn to do this 

rapidly and accurately, for example, they must be able to see the 

difference between three and tree. They must get enough practice 

so that decoding becomes automatic. This frees up the child’s mind 

to focus on making sense of what they read. Children get practice 

by reading lots of graded readers (sometimes called levelled 

readers). These are simple stories containing the phonics elements 

taught and high frequency words. By the end of Grade 1 children 

should be reading at around 50 words per minute if English is their 

main reading language (NEEDU 2012). We do not yet have norms 

for reading speed in African languages.

In sum, decoding ability depends on knowledge of the alphabet, 

knowing what sounds the letters stand for, being able to blend 

sounds together, and being able to recognise words quickly 

and accurately. Decoding is important because it helps support 

comprehension. However, decoding on its own is not enough. 

Rapidly adjective 
very quickly

Automatic 
adjective done 
without thinking

Element noun 
one part of 
something

Norm noun what 
is usual or normal
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Children also need to understand (i.e. comprehend) what they 

decode.

Teachers can support the development of children’s 

comprehension by asking them questions before, during and after 

reading. These questions can ask children to predict, to recall facts, 

to infer meaning or to evaluate what they have read:

Predict: What do you think is going to happen next?

Recall: Where did the story take place?

Infer: Why do you think the girl was unhappy?

Evaluate: Do you think the story had a good ending? Why/Why 

not?

As children’s comprehension improves, they are able to read more 

fluently. When children read fluently they read at a natural speed 

without hesitation and with expression. Fluency is the bridge 

between decoding and comprehension.

Teachers can also teach children reading strategies. These are 

conscious procedures or plans of action that readers can use to help 

them read a text, for example, learners can re-read a sentence or 

paragraph if they don’t understand, or they can be shown how to 

work out (i.e. infer) the meanings of words they don’t know from 

the context.

How the different strands of reading come together
In the following diagram, Helen Scarborough (2001) shows how 

the different strands of reading come together in the reading 

process. Phonological awareness includes phonemic awareness 

and being able to break down words into syllables. Children use 

their phonological awareness, their alphabetic knowledge and sight 

words to decode. They bring this together with their background 

knowledge of the topic and their knowledge of language, 

Infer verb to 
decide that 
something is 
probably true 
because of other 
information that 
you already have

Sight word 
compound noun 
a word or part 
of a word (e.g. 
a prefix that 
children have 
read so many 
times that they 
recognise it 
instantly)
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vocabulary and texts to make sense of what they are reading. 

In order to become fl uent readers, their decoding must become 

increasingly automatic and their  comprehension must become 

increasingly strategic.

Strands of Literacy Development (Scarborough 2001)

Consolidating reading in Grades 2 and 3
When learners go into Grades 2 and 3, they need to read a greater 

range of texts (for example, information texts as well as stories) at 

a gradually increasing level of diffi culty. They need to increase their 

reading speed to around 100 words per minute in Grade 3 (if their 

main reading language is English) and improve their fl uency and 

comprehension in both their home and additional languages. They 

also need to become more strategic readers. This will require a lot 

of practice. Children will only get the necessary practice if they are 

encouraged and motivated to read. Reading must therefore become 

a social practice in the classroom and the school.
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FURTHER READING

Department of Education (2008). Teaching reading in the 

early grades: A teacher’s handbook. Pretoria: Department of 

Education. You can download this publication at the following 

link:

http://www.education.gov.za/LinkClickaspx?fileticket=G648

EU// FXU=

Pretorius, E.J. & Mokhwesana, M.M. (2009). Putting reading 

in Northern Sotho on track in the early years: Changing 

resources, expectations and practices in a high poverty 

school. South African Journal of African Languages, 29 (1), 

54-73.

Video about emergent literacy

There is an excellent video about emergent literacy called 

‘Feeling at home with literacy’. It was produced by PRAESA 

and is available in Chapters on You Tube at the following 

links:

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V9TdsYaUOX0 

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TLkx-2tuJeY 

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EzpMQJt1-s0 

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OyMuPlD823U 

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m305WV_IXxQ

• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ty2YJrALlf4
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2.2.4   What to expect at different stages of 
children’s reading development

Expert reading teachers understand that learning to read is a 

process that happens over time. Children go through stages of 

reading development. They gradually build skills on the foundation 

of what has been learned earlier. Reading development is best 

understood as a continuum. For this reason some people prefer to 

use the term phases. Children gradually move from one phase to 

the next sometimes having characteristics from both phases.

We can describe what learners are able to do in each phase of 

reading development. These descriptions can be used as milestones 

or indicators of where learners are in their reading development. 

However, it is important to keep in mind that a child may be in the 

process of moving from one phase to the next.

Below is a description of the phases in the reading development 

continuum adapted from Rees (1997). It is important to remember 

that these phases are not linked directly to children’s ages. Where 

children are in the continuum will depend on their individual 

abilities and their experiences of print and reading. Teachers can 

use the continuum to assess children’s reading development and to 

design appropriate reading activities for them.

The reading development continuum

Phase 1: Beginning reading (or Role Play reading)

The child:
•  Shows an interest in books and print

•   Behaves like a reader e.g. holds a book up the right way, 
turns the pages and looks at words and pictures

•  Understands that print carries a message

•   Shows understanding of stories read to him/her and makes 
links to own experience

•  Uses the pictures to pretend to read stories

•  Knows some letters, recognises own name

Indicator noun 
something that can 
be regarded as a 
sign of something 
else

Continuum noun 
a scale of related 
things on which 
each one is only 
slightly different 
from the one 
before

Phase noun 
one part of a 
process

Milestone noun 
something that 
marks a step in 
the development 
of something
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Phase 2: Emergent reading

The child:
•   Understands that the words in a written story remain the 

same whereas those in an oral story may change

•   Focuses on expressing the meaning of a story rather than 
trying to read accurately

•   Uses knowledge of context and own experience to make 
sense of text

•   Recognises some words in context

•   Matches some spoken words with written words when 
‘reading’ e.g. labels in the classroom, words in simple books

Phase 3: Early reading

The learner:
•   Is beginning to read familiar texts confidently and can retell 

the content

•   Reads unfamiliar texts slowly, word-by-word

•   Can identify and talk about a range of different types of 
texts e.g. letters, lists, stories

•   Understands that books, including reference books, are 
written by authors who are expressing their own ideas

•   Uses pictures and  knowledge of context to check  his/her 
understanding

•   Knows a number of sight words

•   Sounds out words as the main reading strategy

Phase 4: Transitional reading

The learner:
•   Is beginning to integrate and use a variety of reading 

strategies

•   Can retell and discuss his or her own interpretation of texts

•   Recognises that characters can be stereotyped

•   Has an increasing number of sight words

•   Selects appropriate texts and adjusts reading strategies for 
different kinds of texts and purposes

•   Is able to talk about some of the strategies for making 
meaning

Context noun 1. 
the situation in 
which something 
happened which 
helps you to 
understand why it 
happened 2. The 
words that come 
before or after a 
word which help 
you understand its 
meaning.

Stereotype verb 
to have a typical 
view of a person 
which is untrue

Adjust verb to 
change something 
a little to make it 
more suitable
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Phase 5: Independent reading

The learner:
•   Reads purposefully and automatically

•   Recognises and discusses the structure and features of 
different types of texts e.g. reports, instructions, narratives

•   Reads and understands abstract text that is not related  to 
personal experience

•   Makes inferences

•   Compares texts

•   Uses a range of strategies appropriately and automatically

Teachers use the indicators in the reading development continuum 

to observe and assess their learners. They select graded readers for 

learners to read that that match their reading level.

Abstract adjective 
relating to ideas, 
not real things or 
events

FURTHER READING

Rees, D. (1997). Reading: Developmental continuum. Port 

Melbourne, Victoria: Rigby Heinemann. You can download a 

version of this book from:

http://det.wa.edu.au/stepsresources/detcms/navigation/

first-steps- literacy/?oid=MultiPartArticle-id-13602018



22
INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher

INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher

2.2.5  What learners bring to the classroom

Expert reading teachers know the individual children in their class 

well. Expert teachers know what interests the children, what kind of 

experiences they have had, and what languages they speak. They 

know whether or not individual children are confident or struggling 

readers. This knowledge helps the teacher to choose books that 

are at the right level and that will interest individual children. It is 

important, too, that children can recognise or imagine themselves 

in the books they read. There needs to be a good fit between a 

child and a book in order to motivate the child to read.

2.2.6  The curriculum

Expert reading teachers must have a good understanding of the 

curriculum. They must know in detail what is in the curriculum for 

each grade level. They understand how learners are expected to 

make progress in their reading through the grades.

Expert reading teachers must understand the relationship between 

what is in the curriculum and their own knowledge about children’s 

reading development. Below is a summary of the Home Language 

Foundation Phase CAPS for reading.
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Grade R Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3

Emergent reading
• Holds a book 

the right way up 
and turns pages 
correctly

• Interprets pictures
• Pretends to read and 

adopts a ‘reading 
voice’

• Recognises own 
name and those of 
others in the class

• Begins to read high 
frequency words

Phonological 
awareness

Shared reading
• Predicts, makes links 

to own experience, 
describes 
characters, answers 
questions

Independent 
reading
• Reads picture books

Emergent reading
• Reads 

environmental print
• Recognises own 

name and those of 
peers

• Develops 
bookhandling skills

• Develops basic 
concepts of print

Phonics

Shared reading
• Predicts, discusses 

main ideas and 
characters, 
sequences events, 
recognizes cause 
and effect, gives an 
opinion, answers 
open-ended 
questions

Group guided 
reading
• Reads aloud 

with fluency, 
uses reading 
strategies, shows 
understanding 
of punctuation, 
monitors self when 
reading

Read independently
• Reads own writing
• Reads independently 

books read in 
Shared Reading 
sessions and simple 
story books

Shared reading
• Predicts, identifies 

key details, gives 
an opinion, answers 
higher order 
questions, interprets 
pictures and other 
print media

Phonics

Group guided 
reading
• Reads silently and 

aloud from fiction 
and non-fiction 
books at own level

• Reads with 
increasing fluency 
and speed

• Uses reading 
strategies

• Monitors own 
reading and self-
corrects

Paired/independent 
reading
• Reads own and 

others’ writing
• Reads aloud to a 

partner
• Reads independently 

simple fiction and 
non-fiction books 

Shared reading
• Discusses main idea, 

characters, plot, 
values in text

• Answers higher order 
questions

• Uses visual clues
• Finds and uses 

sources of information
• Uses table of 

contents, index and 
page numbers

• Uses key words and 
headings

• Uses a dictionary

Phonics

Group guided reading
• Reads silently and 

aloud
• Uses reading 

strategies
• Monitors own reading 

and self-corrects
• Uses diagrams 

and illustrations 
to increase 
understanding

• Reads with increasing 
fluency, speed and 
expression

Paired/independent 
reading
• Reads own and others’ 

writing
• Reads aloud to a 

partner
• Reads independently 

simple fiction and 
non-fiction books
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As we can see, the Foundation Phase CAPS follows a similar path 

to the phases in the reading development continuum. Children 

progress from either the beginning or emergent literacy 
phase in Grade R to the transitional phase or possibly even 

the independent phase by the end of Grade 3. Although not 

all learners will develop at the same pace, they will read with 

increasing speed and fluency. Norms are not provided for reading 

speed but they are suggested in the NEEDU National Literacy 

Report (2012):

Suggested norms for reading in LOLT, Grades 1-3

Grade Level of learner Reading a story: number of words 
per minute

By end of Term 2 By end of Term 4

1

Top N/A 100

Middle N/A 50

Bottom* N/A 15

2

Top 125 140

Middle 70 90

Bottom 20 30

3

Top 145 160

Middle 95 100

Bottom 35 50

*These are usually a very small group of struggling readers who need extra 
attention. The majority of learners should fall in the top and middle levels.

Learners’ reading is expected to become increasingly strategic. By 

Grade 3, they should be monitoring their own reading and self-

correcting, which are aspects of self-regulation. They are also 

reading diagrams. All this is in line with whole child development 

as outlined on pages 7 to 10. It is important, however, to 

remember that that not all children develop at the same pace; their 

development is influenced by their circumstances. Children who 

come from high poverty homes usually need extra attention and 

support.
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2.3   What an expert reading teacher 
does

2.3.1  Organising the classroom to support the 
acquisition of language and literacy

Expert reading teachers create a classroom environment which 

supports the development of children’s language and literacy. 

They think carefully and plan how to use the available space, the 

furniture and resources.

Expert reading teachers think about children’s physical 

development. They ensure that desks and chairs are the right 

height for the children so that they provide support for the learners 

when they are reading and writing.

Expert reading teachers think carefully and plan how to group 

their learners. They may do a baseline reading assessment and 

decide to group the children according to their reading level. How 

many groups the teacher decides on will depend on the number 

of children in the class and the size of the classroom. The teacher 

makes sure that there is space to move around between the desks.

The expert reading teacher makes space for a reading corner and a 

place for ‘reading on the mat’. In a spacious classroom, the reading 

corner could have a bookcase, a small carpet, cushions and maybe 

one or two chairs to sit on. In a more crowded classroom, there 

might be a bookcase, cushions and/or off-cuts of carpet that can be  

stacked  away. In a spacious classroom there could be a permanent 

place for reading on the mat whereas in a crowded classroom the 

mat might need to be rolled up and put away when not in use.

In order to create a print-rich environment, the expert teacher 

plans how she is going to use the walls of the classroom. She thinks 

carefully about where she will place the following:

Baseline test: 
a baseline test is 
usually carried out 
at the beginning 
of the year to 
establish children’s 
reading levels. 
The results can 
be used to group 
children.
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• A word wall

• Posters in home and additional language e.g. an alphabet 
poster, phonics posters, posters with the words of songs, 
rhymes and poems that have been learned

• A calendar, weather and birthday charts

• Classroom rules; rules for taking care of books

• Displays of children’s drawing and writing

• Duties that learners are assigned in the classroom e.g. giving 
out and taking in books, helping with serving food, changing 
the weather and calendar chart, etc.

• A wall clock

Wordwall in Grade 2 Classroom
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Expert reading teachers store resources in a systematic way. 

They think about where they are going to store the learners’ 

workbooks and exercise books and other resources such as books, 

pencils, crayons, scissors, etc. They plan what is going to go in the 

cupboard and what is going to be stored in containers. They have 

systems for giving things out and storing them away again. There 

classrooms are neat, clean and tidy.

Expert reading teachers plan how to serve the daily meal. They 

make sure that all books are put away before the meal is served so 

that they do not get damaged.

2.3.2   Planning for the year, the term, the week 
and the day

Expert reading teachers plan teaching and learning. Planning for 

the year is usually done with other teachers in the Foundation 

Phase. Teachers think carefully about how they are going to cover 

the curriculum in the time available. In order to do this they must 

know what is in the curriculum and what they need to teach. They 

also think about the formal assessment tasks and when they will 

do them. They make a note of anything that might interrupt formal 

teaching time, for example, public holidays, ANAs, readathons, 

etc. and plan how they will make up the time. They set goals for 

the year and think about how to assess whether or not they have 

achieved them. They need to look at their ANA results when setting 

their goals. They keep a record of their goals and plans for the year.

Planning for the term is often done together by those teaching 

at the same grade level in a school. The grade teachers use the 

curriculum documents to plan in some detail. They think carefully 

about how they will cover the curriculum and complete the formal 

assessments in the time available. They review what they taught in 

the previous term and think about whether there is anything that 

needs to be revised. They think about the themes they might use 

and the resources they will need. They set goals and think about 

how to assess whether or not they have achieved them. They keep 

Systematic 
adjective done 
in a carefully 
organised way
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a written record of their goals and plans for the term.

Planning for the week and the day is often done by individual 

teachers on their own. At this stage, they think deeply about the 

learners in their class. How are they doing as a class? Is there 

anything that needs to be revised in the following week? Are there 

individual learners who need special attention? Teachers think in 

detail about what they are going to do that week, the resources 

they will need and how they are going to organise their teaching. 

The teacher plans his or her individual lessons and keeps a record 

of the plans. After the lesson, the teacher reflects on how the 

lesson went and the needs of individual learners. This will influence 

final planning of the next lesson.

2.3.3   Teaching the different parts of the reading 
process and providing time for practice

The reading process
In order to become readers, children must learn how to decode, 

which involves linking sounds (phonemes) to letters and blending 

letters together to form words. Learners must get enough practice 

so that this process becomes automatic. They must also learn to 

comprehend what they read. This involves linking the word they 

have decoded to a word in their oral vocabulary or working out 

the meaning from the context. As they are reading the individual 

words, learners are constructing the meaningful sentence in their 

minds. In order to do this, they have to draw on their background 

knowledge of the topic and the type of text (or genre) they are 

reading. If learners read too slowly, they will lose track of the 

meaning. Therefore decoding and comprehension must happen 

rapidly. This enables learners to read fluently with understanding 

and expression. This is why reading speed is so important. Learners 

must also develop reading strategies and learn to monitor their own 

reading in order to become independent readers.

In order to develop these different strands of the reading process, 

the CAPS expects teachers to plan and teach the following reading 

Reflect verb to 
think carefully, to 
turn something 
over in one’s mind

Phoneme noun 
the smallest unit 
of speech that can 
be used to make 
one word different 
from another e.g. 
‘b’ and ‘p’ in big 
and pig

Genre noun a 
type of text (e.g. 
report, narrative, 
instructions)
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activities: phonics, shared reading, group guided reading, paired 

reading, independent reading.

Phonics
During phonics lessons, children are learning to link phonemes 

to letters of the alphabet and how to blend letters together to 

form words. As we have seen, this is an important foundation for 

reading.

Shared reading
In shared reading, teachers model good reading practices for the 

learners. They use an enlarged text or a Big Book. The level should 

be ahead of the learners’ current reading level because the children 

are going to read the book with the teacher. Using the Big Book, 

teachers model how to handle books appropriately (e.g. turning 

the pages) and how to read fluently with expression. They use the 

pictures in the Big Book to develop the learners’ visual literacy (how 

to ‘read’ pictures), they teach vocabulary and they draw learners’ 

attention to punctuation, which supports fluent reading. The 

teacher asks questions to support learners’ comprehension. These 

questions range from lower order (e.g. Where did the story take 

place? Who was the main character?) to higher order questions 

(e.g. Do you think there was anything else the boy could have done 

in that situation?) In time the learners will internalise the questions 

and will be able to read independently with comprehension.

In group guided reading the teacher listens to individual children 

reading graded readers in a small group. Graded readers should 

be close to learners’ current reading level. Sometimes the graded 

readers are the same as the Big Book so learners have already 

become familiar with the text. The groups are usually organised 

in terms of their reading ability.  This is important because the 

graded reader needs to be at the right level for all the children in 

the group. Group guided reading is an important opportunity for 

the teacher to assess the learners and give individual feedback.  It 

is also the time when the teacher focuses on developing learners’ 

individual reading strategies.

Lower order 
questions: 
questions that 
require learners to 
recall information

Higher order 
questions: 
questions which 
expect students to 
make judgements 
and inferences 
instead of simply 
recalling facts

Internalise: to 
make something 
part of your own 
way of thinking; 
if you internalise 
questions they 
come into your 
mind as your read
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Paired and independent reading
In paired reading children are reading the graded readers to each 

other. This gives them an opportunity to put into practice all the 

things they have learned in  shared reading and group guided 

reading. By reading the same book over again to each other, the 

children build their fluency, automaticity and confidence in reading. 

Independent reading involves each child reading from his/her own 

book. It is the culmination of learning to read. It provides further 

practice and gives children the satisfaction of knowing that they can 

read on their own or to a family member.

Scheduling the reading activities
Expert reading teachers plan their lessons to accommodate all 

these different reading activities in the time available. The CAPS 

recommends the following time allocations for Grades 1 to 3:

•   Phonics: 15 minutes per day for 5 days (1 hour 15 minutes 
per week)

•   Shared reading/Shared writing: 15 minutes per day for 5 
days (1 hour 15 minutes per week)

•   Group guided reading: 30 minutes per day (2 groups each 
for 15 minutes) for 5 days (2 hours 30 minutes)

Although time is not allocated for paired and independent reading, 

it is very important to find time for this practice. Children who 

complete their work early can sit and read in the reading corner. 

Independent reading can be assigned for homework.

2.3.4  Demonstrating enjoyment of reading

The expert reading teacher is an excellent role model for reading. 

She is enthusiastic about books and reading. She demonstrates 

that reading is purposeful and enjoyable. For example, she shows 

children how to use an encyclopaedia to find information. If she 

has a computer, she demonstrates how to google. She chooses 

interesting story books to read aloud to children and she does 

this with expression and enjoyment. She encourages and praises 

Culmination 
noun something 
important that 
happens at the 
end of a long 
period

Schedule verb 
to arrange that 
something will 
happen at a 
particular time
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children when they read well or they finish a book. She rewards 

children by letting them sit in the reading corner and read. The 

children learn by example that reading is something useful and 

pleasurable. The expert reading teacher invites the children into a 

community of reading practice.

2.3.5   Using the home and additional languages 
competently and confidently

Foundation phase teachers teach reading in both the home and 

additional  languages. Expert reading teachers  are  competent 

and confident speakers and readers of these languages and they 

provide a good model for learners. They enjoy reading to children 

in both languages and they have an excellent knowledge of 

children’s literature in these languages. They are knowledgeable 

about different genres of children’s literature, for example, picture 

books, alphabet books, illustrated storybooks written for children, 

traditional stories, books of rhymes, poetry books and non-

fiction books. They know what books are appropriate for children 

of different ages and at different stages of reading. They are 

knowledgeable about different children’s authors and illustrators 

and they encourage children to develop favourite authors and 

illustrators. This helps children to become more discerning readers.
Discerning 
adjective able 
to make good 
judgments

FURTHER READING

Wilson, J. (2006). Great books to read aloud. London: Corgi 

Books.
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2.3.6   Asking questions and engaging learners in 
conversation

The expert reading teacher develops children’s oral language by 

engaging them in meaningful conversations.  She builds on what 

children say to extend their use of language. For example, a 

teacher might talk to a child about her drawing:

• Teacher: That’s a lovely drawing. Who’s that in the picture?

• Learner: My sister.

• Teacher: Your sister looks very pretty. What’s she holding?

• Learner: A balloon.

• Teacher: It’s a beautiful yellow balloon.  Where did she get 
the balloon?

• Learner: At her birthday party. It was on Saturday. She’s 
nine.

The expert teacher asks children questions to develop both their 

language and their thinking. The teacher asks questions like the 

following:
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•  What do you think is going to happen next? Why?

•  What would happen if we took away three?

•  Can you think of another way of solving this problem?

FURTHER READING

National Institute for Literacy. Learning to talk and listen: 

An oral language resource for early childhood caregivers. 

Washington, DC: National Institute for Literacy. You can 

download this resource at the following link: https://lincs.

ed.gov/publications/pdf/LearningtoTalkandListen.pdf

2.3.7   Using appropriate resources to support 
teaching and learning

Expert reading teachers recognise that the most important resource 

for teaching reading is interesting books at the right level. They 

also provide children with plenty of opportunities to practice their 

reading.

Expert reading teachers have sets of graded readers in both the 

main reading language and the additional reading language. They 

assess and group learners, and make sure that they are reading 

books at an appropriate level of challenge.

Expert reading teachers also have a reading corner (or classroom 

library) with a plentiful supply of books at the right level. There 

are different kinds of books in the reading corner: fiction and non-

fiction, poetry and songs, and for Grade R/1 picture books and 

alphabet books. If the school is near a community library, they 

borrow a block of books to supplement those in their reading 

corner. They also encourage their learners and their parents to 

become members of the local community library. They may contact 

an organisation called Biblionef for a donation of books. The expert 

Supplement verb 
to add something 
extra to improve 
something
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teacher also shows the learners how to choose books from the 

reading corner that are at the right level for them.

In addition, expert reading teachers will have the following in their 

classrooms:

• Sets of Big Books, poetry posters, etc. for Shared Reading

• A phonics programme

• Alphabet charts and cards

• Flash cards; word- and sentence-building cards; sentence 
strips

• Word walls

• Beginner dictionaries and reference books e.g. children’s 
encyclopaedias

Useful website
To find out more about Biblionef you can use the following link:

http://biblionefsa.org.za/

2.3.8   Using more than one language to support 
children’s learning

Many of our classrooms are multilingual and not all the children 

understand the language of learning and teaching (LoLT) well. 

Expert reading teachers support children in their home language. If 

they speak the language themselves, they use it to make meaning 

clear to a child when necessary. For example, they might translate 

a word in a story. If teachers don’t speak the language themselves, 

they might ask another child to translate. Expert teachers make 

sure that they have bilingual children’s dictionaries in the classroom 

and they have bilingual labels in the classroom. They display an 

alphabet in the children’s home language. Once children can write, 

the teacher encourages them to keep a vocabulary book in which 

they enter words with a definition and translation into their home 

language, for example:
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Expert reading teachers work together with parents and families 

to support bilingual learners. They encourage parents and other 

caregivers to read with children in their first language at home. 

Teachers make sure that there are books in all the children’s 

languages in the reading corner. If possible they include dual 

language texts.

FURTHER READING

You can download multilingual stories from the Nal’ibali 

website at the following link:

http://nalibali.org/stories-for-all/stories-to-read-tell/

The following information sheets for parents can be 

downloaded at this link: http://wordworks.org.za/

• Read and tell stories with your child.

• Reading together to young children of different ages.

2.3.9  Observing, assessing and giving feedback

Expert reading teachers observe children reading, especially during 

the group guided reading activity. They use their knowledge of 

the reading process and the reading development continuum to 

assess children and give them feedback. For example, if a child 

is struggling to read a word in the graded reader, the teacher 

might encourage the child by saying, ‘Keep going. Try sounding 

the word out.’ The teacher might then say, ‘Good, now go back 

to the beginning of that sentence and read it again.’ If the child 

struggles to read another word, the teacher might say, ‘OK. What 

are you going to do?  What strategy did you use last time? Good, 

you’re going to sound the word out and then you’re going to read 

the sentence again.’ With another child, the teacher might say, 

‘That was fine. Now I want you to practise so that you can read 

more quickly and smoothly. I want you to put expression into your 

reading like we do when we’re reading the Big Book.’

Dual language 
text compound 
noun a text written 
in two languages 
e.g. it has the text 
in English on one 
page and the same 
text in isiZulu on 
the other page
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The teacher records her observations of each individual child’s 

reading. She builds up a picture of the child’s reading achievement 

over the year. She meets every term with the child’s parent/ 

caregiver and discusses his/her reading progress.

2.3.10 Differentiating learning

The expert reading teacher recognises that the children in her class 

are at different stages of reading development.  She makes sure 

that every child in her class experiences success.  She achieves 

this by assessing children regularly and grouping them according 

to their reading level. If there are struggling readers, she makes 

a plan to give them extra attention so that they don’t fall too far 

behind. Children should always have reading material that is within 

their capabilities so that even the weaker readers make steady 

progress. The expert teacher also makes sure that she extends 

the stronger readers. She encourages them to choose a book from 

the reading corner and to read independently whenever they have 

a spare moment, for example, if they finish an activity before the 

other children.

2.3.11   Managing teaching and learning so that 
time is used effectively

Expert reading teachers manage time well so that it is used 

effectively for learning to read. They are always in their classrooms 

when the lesson starts so that they don’t lose precious teaching 

and learning time. Expert reading teachers are well organised and 

plan activities carefully. They explain things well and give clear 

instructions so that learners know exactly what they should be 

doing. Expert teachers spend time at the beginning of the year 

putting routines in place for the following:

• Getting into different  groupings for shared  reading, guided 
reading and paired reading

• Giving out and taking in resources e.g. graded  readers, 
workbooks, exercise books, crayons, etc.

Capability noun 
the ability to do 
something

Extend verb to 
stretch, to make 
someone grow

Routine noun 
the regular way 
that you do things 
usually in the 
same order



INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher 37

INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher

• Working on the mat and using the reading corner

• Going to the toilet, clearing desks before eating the daily 
meal, etc.

Expert reading teachers make sure that children know the routines 

well and can perform them quickly and quietly. Together with the 

children they make rules for classroom behaviour. The rules are 

displayed on the classroom wall. The children take responsibility 

for ensuring that they all follow the rules. Careful planning ensures 

that all children are occupied with activities that are interesting and 

worthwhile.

Expert reading teachers help children to learn to self-regulate. 

Children who can self-regulate are able to control their emotions 

and impulses and focus their attention on a task. For example, they 

can wait their turn, they put up their hand instead of shouting out, 

they are not easily distracted when they are working on an activity, 

they learn to use strategies when they encounter a problem while 

reading. Routines, rules and strategies help children to learn to 

self-regulate. They eventually internalise these ways of behaving 

and become focused, independent learners.

Expert reading teachers also manage transitions between different 

activities and lessons well so that time is not wasted. For example, 

they might say ‘Ok class, we’ve finished reading the story together. 

Now it’s time to go quietly back to your desks. Lulama is going to 

give out your isiXhosa workbooks and we are going to do some 

phonics. What did we do in phonics yesterday?’

FURTHER READING

Morrow, L.M., Tracey, D.H., Woo, D.G. & Pressley, M. (1999). 

Characteristics of exemplary first-grade literacy instruction. 

The Reading Teacher, 52 (5), 462-476.

Impulse noun a 
sudden desire to 
do something

Transition noun 
the process of 
moving from one 
state to another
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2.4   The expert reading teacher’s 
values and attitudes

2.4.1  Passion for reading

Expert teachers are enthusiastic about reading and this comes 

through in everything they do. It comes through in the way they 

teach reading, in the books they choose and the way they read 

– with energy and conviction. It is shown by the amount of time 

they devote to reading in class. An opportunity to read is seen as a 

reward in their classes and children learn through experience that 

reading is pleasurable.

2.4.2  Respect for learners and their languages

Expert reading teachers are respectful of their learners. A teacher 

in an American study of excellent Grade 1 literacy teachers said, ‘I 

treat the children as if they are adults. I never talk down to them. 

I address them with respect, since I think they appreciate this. In 

return, I have found that they treat me and each other in the same 

way’ (Morrow et al. 1999: 471).

Expert reading teachers also respect children’s languages.  They 

respect the varieties they speak and use them as a starting point 

to teach the standard forms of the language. They show that 

they value the home languages of all the children in the class. For 

example, they have books in these languages in the reading corner 

and they do not disparage the learners’ home languages.

2.4.3   Encouraging learners to believe in 
themselves

Expert reading teachers understand that motivation comes from 

two sources. You can motivate children to read by showing that 

reading is interesting and valuable. For example, you can show 

children the purposes of reading and give them exciting books that 

they want to read.

Conviction noun 
a strong belief 
in what they are 
doing



INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher 39

INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher

Another source of motivation is when children experience success in 

reading. They start to believe that they can become good readers. 

This builds their self-concept as readers. The more successful they 

become as readers, the more they want to read, and the more 

they read, the better they become. In this way a positive cycle 

of motivation is put in place. Expert reading teachers therefore 

make sure that all their learners experience success. They do this 

by matching the level of the book to the individual child’s reading 

level. Expert teachers also encourage their learners. They help 

their learners to see that you are not just born a good reader.  You 

become a good reader by getting lots of practice. Expert reading 

teachers communicate to their learners that they expect them to 

work hard and achieve.

FURTHER READING

Cunningham, A. & Stanovich, K. (2003). Reading can make 

you smarter. Principal, November/December, 34-39.

Williams, L.M., Hedrick, W.B. & Tuschlnski, L. (2008). 

Motivation: Going beyond testing to a lifetime of reading. 

Childhood Education, 84 (3), 135-141.

2.4.4  Creating a caring and inclusive environment

Expert reading teachers create a classroom environment in which 

everyone feels included.  Children are not fearful of their teacher 

or each other.  The teacher listens to the learners and takes their 

concerns seriously.  Children with reading difficulties do not feel left 

out. In the American study of excellent literacy teachers mentioned 

above, the researchers said:

“The classrooms we observed were happy, productive places for 

first-grade children. Teachers built a community of learning that 

included cooperation, respect and strong expectations for work 

and achievement.” (Morrow et al. 1999: 474).
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2.4.5   Respect for parents, families and other 
caregivers

Expert reading teachers respect parents, families and other 

caregivers. They understand that for children to become successful 

readers they need to work together with the parents.   Where 

difficulties arise, they try to understand the parents’ point of view. 

Expert reading teachers encourage reluctant parents to come to the 

school and welcome them into their classrooms. They keep parents 

informed of their children’s progress and help them to support their 

children’s literacy at home.

Further reading

Morrow, L.M., Tracey, D.H., Woo, D.G. & Pressley, M. (1999). 

Characteristics of exemplary first-grade literacy instruction. 

The Reading Teacher, 52 (5), 462-476.



INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher 41

INTRODUCTORY MODULE
The expert reading teacher

TEACHER ACTIVITY 3

EVALUATE, REFLECT AND SET GOALS 

1.  Fill in the questionnaire below to fi nd out whether you 
are an expert reading teacher yet. 

2.  Once you have fi lled it in, REFLECT on what you have 
found out about yourself:

•  What are your strengths as a reading teacher?

•  Do you have any weaknesses? 

3.  SET GOALS. Choose one thing that you would like to 
improve in the next few months.

•  How are you going to achieve this improvement? 

•  How are you going to evaluate whether you have 
achieved your goal? 

•  Write your goal out on a piece of card.

•  Stick your cards on the wall.

•  Walk round the room to see what your colleagues’ 
goals are. 

3.   Evaluate yourself: 
Are you an expert 
reading teacher yet?
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Evaluate your expertise as a reading teacher

What I know about: No A Little Some Deep

knowledge knowledge knowledge knowledge

How children develop and 
learn

How children learn 
languages and how they 
develop bilingually

How children learn to read 
– the processes involved

What to expect at different 
stages of children’s reading 
development

What learners bring to the 
classroom

The curriculum

What I do in the 
classroom:

Never Sometimes Usually Always

I organise the classroom to 
support the acquisition of 
language and literacy

I plan for the year, the 
term, the week and the 
day

I teach the different parts 
of the reading process 
(decoding, vocabulary, 
comprehension, fluency) 
and provide plenty of time 
for practice

I demonstrate enjoyment 
of reading

I use home and additional 
languages confidently and 
competently

I ask questions and engage 
learners in conversation
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Evaluate your expertise as a reading teacher

What I do in the classroom: Never Sometimes Usually Always

I use appropriate resources to 
support teaching and learning

I use more than one language 
to support learning

I observe and assess learners’ 
reading and give them 
feedback

I provide different learning 
experiences depending on 
the needs of the learners 
(differentiated learning)

I manage teaching and 
learning so that time is used 
effectively

The values and attitudes I 
demonstrate:

Never Sometimes Usually Always

I am passionate about reading

I respect learners and their 
languages

I encourage learners to believe 
in themselves

I create a caring and inclusive 
classroom environment

I respect learners’ parents and 
families and establish good 
relationships with them

Reflection:

What are your strengths as a reading teacher? Do you have any weaknesses? Choose 
one thing that you would like to improve in the next few months. How are you going 
to do this? Set a goal for yourself. How are you going to evaluate whether you have 
achieved your goal?
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 4

In the Specialist Vocabulary handout for this module, we have 

provided defi nitions in English, isiXhosa and isiZulu. 

Are there any words in the list that are new to you? Perhaps you 

can think of some strategies to learn these words. One way would 

be to make vocabulary cards. 

MAKING AND USING CARDS TO LEARN VOCABULARY 

1.  After fi nding out how to make vocabulary cards, discuss 
the following: 

•  How could teachers use vocabulary cards to improve 
their own vocabulary?  

•  How could learners use them to improve their  
vocabulary? 

2.  Make a few cards, with words you choose from the list 
below. 

Cut out small cards from stiff paper or card. Write the word in 

English on one side. On the other side, write the defi nition and the 

word in your home language. You can test yourself, fi rst by looking 

at the English word and seeing if you can remember its meaning 

and the equivalent word or phrase in your home language.  Then 

turn the card over and check whether you are right or not.  The 

next thing you can do, is look at the defi nition and word in your 

home language and see if you can remember the English word. 

4.   Learn the specialist 
vocabulary
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Again, turn the card over and check whether you are right or not.

Keep a little pack of these cards in your bag or pocket, and when 

you have a spare moment (e.g. when you’re in a queue at the 

bank) test your understanding of the words.

We hope that you’ll make use of this specialist vocabulary in our 

discussions about the teaching of reading.
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