
 

Caitlin Robinson – Early Childhood Conference 2018 

 
Teaching Children to Read like Writers and Write like Readers 

Echo Conference Guest Speaker: Matt Glover 

St Peters Girls College, Stonyfell 
16/06/2018 

 
I s s u e s o f I n t e r e s t 
 
Upon applying for this conference, my initial interest stemmed from my own observations of 

struggling writers in my Year One classroom. While for some, writing comes as naturally as 

walking or talking, to others, writing seemed like a basket full of ideas, interests and 

motivations that 

somehow could not be transferred onto paper. Being able to bridge this gap between what is in 

their mind and what they can write down has always been something I have strived to help 

students with. Despite over eight years of teaching reading, writing, spelling and handwriting to 

many different age groups, I still see the ‘wall’ that quickly builds itself when students are asked 

to write down their ideas. My hopes in attending this conference were that I could edge just a 

little bit closer to giving that helping hand to struggling writers. 
 
C o n f e r e n c e H i g h l i g h t s 
 

“As soon as we start to see children making meaning, we call that 
reading.” 

 
As Matt Glover challenged us to define the term ‘reading’, it was clear that, somehow, all the 

professionals at my table had different definitions. Personally, I have never really thought 

deeply about the definition of reading, although my conclusion was that a beginning reader is 

‘reading’ when they decode letters and words out loud. After brief discussions, we observed 

an example from a 3 year old who had transferred his knowledge through pictures into his 

own book. Who were we 

to say that this child, explaining his pictures in a sequential order and with logical detail, was 

not 

reading? The term ‘reading’ was redefined for many in the room in that moment. Matt went on 

to say – how many children say to us ‘but I can’t read’ when we ask them to read something 

to us. Where have they taken on this idea that reading only means that you can decode the 

words? How much more enthusiasm and acceptance of language would students have if they 

knew that ‘reading’ was merely making meaning – through pictures, words or imagination. 
 

“If children only hear storybooks, and then we ask them to read information 

books, they will often turn information books into a story through their 

inferring. They can’t imagine how else it would sound. This never happens 

the other way around.” 
 
How many information texts do we read to our students each day/week/month/year? This 

was the question that made a lot of professionals around the room feel guilty. The 

challenging question of ‘how can we expect students to glean meaning from an information  

 



 

Caitlin Robinson – Early Childhood Conference 2018 

 

 

book if we always read them stories/fiction?’ truly brought to light the unfair focus most 

educators accidentally shine on fiction books. The example of a child who might pick up an 

information book about trucks, point to the pictures and tell a story about how a truck is 

driving on different types of terrain really brought it home. If we use the broader definition of 

‘reading’ that we had just encountered, then when students ‘read’ an information text, they 

bring with this their own understanding of what a book is, and how can we expect students to 

understand the purpose of an information text if all we read them is stories? 
 

“A young child’s composition outpaces their conventions for quite some time. 
Just because a child can’t do one, it doesn’t mean they can’t do the other.” 

 
As we travelled through the issues of assessment in writing, Matt hovered over the concepts 

of composition vs. convention. The first encounters of literature for most children is through 

books. Books make up nearly 100% of what a child knows about reading and writing, until 

they start formal education. So why then, do we challenge children in their first few years of 

school to change everything they know about literature and get them to write in a different 

way, using different composition with different structure and sometimes no pictures? Matt’s 

message was that this gives us a very limited outlook on what the child actually understands 

about written language and the purpose of texts. Dividing our assessment into composition 

and conventions will allow students to display their knowledge of familiar layout – books – and 

include pictures that support their ideas (without having to be able to write conventionally). 

They can then be assessed separately on their knowledge of conventions, similarly through a 

rubric if needed. 
 

“You can be just like this author/illustrator. You can try this out in what 

you’re writing.” 
 
These simple words are the foundation for reading like writers. Saying this everyday to the 

class solidifies their motivation to read for discovery of new ideas and ways to write. Pointing 

out composition in successful, published books can be an effective way to influence young 

writers. Matt talked about having ‘stacks’ of books for each writing unit. In a ‘stack,’ Matt 

suggested carefully analysing each book first, and writing down all the teaching points from it 

– whether it be illustration composition, colour, descriptive words, structure, character 

development etc. His idea that the first week or two of any writing unit should be reading and 

analysing these books with the class seemed to be to use and consolidate the idea of reading 

like a writer for the children. Matt made a point to say ‘never teach from a book the children 

have never seen before. They won’t be listening.’ Teaching from a familiar text allows for prior 

knowledge and understanding of concepts in the book and a better focus on learning in the 

second, third or even fourth reading. The language a teacher uses when teaching through 

books is so important, and is something I will definitely be trying out in my classroom. Making 

sure students know how they can be like the author or illustrator and explicit examples are 

key. 
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“If you can find a stack of it, you can study it. Why would you want to study a 

type of writing that you can find zero examples of in the published world?” 
 
‘Stacks’ of books, as Matt likes to call them, influence and inspire children in their own writing. 

His point on choice of genre was interesting. He hit home about some genres, which have no or 

few examples in the published world – texts like personal recounts (what did you do on the 

weekend?) and persuasive writing (cats vs. dogs) seemed irrelevant and unnecessary by the 

end of his speech. Matt brought to the fore the issue of our teaching writing that cannot be 

utilised – why do we teach it this way if there are no future possibilities of something like this 

being read or published? Children need to see potential in their writing. He said, ‘we want 

children to see themselves as doing or aspiring to do the same thing as published authors do.’ 

H o w a s p e c t s o f t h e c o n f e r e n c e w i l l b e s h a r e d? 
 
The timing of the conference means that I will be able to include strategies learnt in my teaching 

and planning for Term 3 and beyond. My plan is to trial ‘stacks’ of texts, the teaching strategies 

Matt Glover has defined through the conference as well as the way in which he suggests 

assessing student progress. I will also be trialling writing workshops and conferences. When I 

have practical examples of my own and experiences to support his strategies, I then feel I will 

be able to share these with the Junior Primary team at St Jakobi and suggest some changes or 

improvements to our overall Literacy Curriculum learning and teaching programs. 
 
I will also use the information I have taken notes on to create more informative documents 

for parents in order for them to better understand their child’s learning process in Literacy. 

The conference was a fantastic boost for my own professional learning in Literacy as well 

as for the students I teach to get more out of the reading and writing programs I teach. 

 


