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EXPLAIN ACTIVITIES 

Reading Activities to develop children’s understanding 

of vocabulary and understanding of whole texts 

1. Vocabulary Ranking 

In this activity, children are given a selection of related words. These words could link to characters/

scenes in books or genres they have been reading. The children have to decide on a suitable order for 

these words and justify their decisions. 

Example: 

When reading about Miss Trunchbull in Matilda, the children were given the following words which could 

relate to the character: 

Children then have to rank these words based on the strength of the emotion the word evokes. An order 

for these words might be as follows: 

2. Word Diagrams 

Using the diagram below, children have to investigate a word. They are asked to write a definition of the 

word; write synonyms and antonyms; write the word in a sentence and write a definition of the word. 

The words chosen could be unfamiliar words from the class text they are studying.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

unkind mean malevolent  vindictive nasty 

unkind mean nasty malevolent vindictive 
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3. Preteaching Vocabulary 

Having a quick session pre-teaching tricky vocabulary that is coming up in a chapter greatly aids  

children’s understanding of the content. This can be done through a quick dictionary session or through 

a matching activity like the one below. It is also useful if these definitions are displayed in the classroom 

for use by the children. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Analysing Vocabulary Choice 

In this activity, the children focus on a section of the text. A character description or setting  

description work really well. The teacher then highlights key words in the section and challenges  

children to substitute these words with synonyms. 
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5. Summarising the Text 

Challenge children to summarise the main events of the chapter or book in five bullet points. Get the  

children to see if their ideas agree with what the rest of the group think and then discuss. 

 

6. Explaining specific word choice 

Getting children to explain what the specific choice of adverb, adverbial phrase or adjective tells us about 

a character helps them to develop their understanding of the vocabulary the author has chosen. 

Example: 

An activity based on The Demon Headmaster by Gillian Cross 
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RETRIEVE ACTIVITIES 

Reading Activities to develop children’s ability to retrieve 

information from the text 

1. Ordering Sections 

Give the children key events from a whole story 

or chapter. Get them to use their retrieval skills 

to put them into the order they occur in the text.   

Example 

This example uses the beginning of Chapter One: 

The Dolls from The Daydreamer by Ian McEwan.  

Children cut up these key events and arrange 

them into the correct order once they have 

found the evidence in the text. 

 

2. Drawing Characters and Scenes 

Give the children a character description or scene setting from the text and get them to use their retrieval 

skills to draw what it should look like. Challenge children to annotate their drawings with quotes from the 

text.  

In the 2016 Reading Paper, children had to use their 

retrieval skills to select which was the correctly 

drawn statue. Teachers or children could create 

their own multiple choice questions based on text  

descriptions. 
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3. True or False or Multiple Choice answers 

Phrasing retrieval questions as true or false or as multiple choice questions provides children with a 

speedy way of practising retrieval skills. Encourage the children to highlight where they got their evidence 

from to support their answer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Hot-seating Characters 

Children are given a chapter to read and prepare factual interview questions for one of the characters in 

the story, e.g. What time did you catch the bus? A child is then interviewed in the role of this  

character. They may only answer using their knowledge of the facts from the chapter. 

NB: This could also be done as an interpret activity too, with children using supporting evidence from the 

text in their answers, e.g. How did you feel when you first saw Doctor Kalmenius? 

 

5. Retrieval from Songs 

Songs, especially songs which tell a story, are great vehicles for children practising their retrieval skills. 

The children have a copy of the lyrics in front of them and highlight the evidence to answer retrieval 

questions. Songs from musicals are great for this! 
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6. Developing Skimming and Scanning Techniques 

Getting children to practise their skimming and scanning techniques by setting them mini challenges 

helps them to develop their retrieval skills.  

 

 

 

 

It is important to make it explicit to the children that to find a month of the year or a name involves  

looking for a capital letter at the beginning of a word. Looking for something that somebody has said 

means scanning for inverted commas. 

 

7. Writing using Retrieval 

Get children to produce a short piece of writing using their retrieval skills such as a diary entry from a 

character’s point of view detailing the events of the last chapter. Before they begin to write, get them to 

read back through the chapter and highlight some key events that they wish to include.  

Example: 

Writing instructions for how to catch a dragon based on the text from How to Train Your Dragon.  

Lower ability pupils have to find the correct word from the text to fit the instructions. 
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INTERPRET ACTIVITIES 

Reading Activities to develop children’s ability to  

interpret information from the text 

1. Highlighting Evidence to Show a Character Trait 

Give the children a list of colour-coded character traits pertaining to 

one of the main characters in the story. Get them to read through a 

chapter/extract from the text, highlighting evidence for that  

character trait in the relevant colour. 

 

 

2. Show not Tell reading 

During this activities, the children/teacher chooses a character from the book to analyse. Firstly, the 

children find “show quotes” in the text which describe the character’s physical appearance and their 

behaviour. They also find incidences of the character’s speech and author’s narration of the character. 

They then explain what this “tells” them about the character. 

  Quotation 
(Evidence) 

Explanation 

Physical description     

Action / behaviour     

Speech / dialogue     

Narration     
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3. Thinking Deeper Questions 

For these questions the children have to think a little deeper about their reading and there is often no 

right or wrong answer. The children have to use their inference skills to form their own judgement. 

Example 1: The Highwayman by Alfred Noyes 

Who is responsible for the Highwayman’s death? 

Here the children will have to rank the main characters in the poem from most responsible to least  

responsible, justifying their decisions using evidence from the text. However, there is lots of evidence to 

consider: 

 The Highwayman was shot by the King George’s men 

 The Highwayman was committing crimes which were punishable by death 

 We think Tim the Ostler may have informed King George’s men of the Highwayman’s whereabouts 

 The Highwayman wouldn’t have been travelling back to the inn if it wasn’t for Bess. 

Example 2 

Peter, Edmund, Susan and Lucy should have returned to their world via the wardrobe as soon as they 

found out about Mr Tumnus being taken by the White Witch 

Here children are asked to explain why they agree, disagree or why they are unsure making references to 

events in the text. 

 

4. Predicting Events in the Story 

Getting children to predict what they think will happen next in the story, justifying their views using 

 evidence from the text is an excellent way to develop inference skills. 

 

5. Charting the change of characters across a chapter or a book 

During this activity, the children are asked to explain how the reader’s views changes towards a character 

over the course of a chapter or story, and to explain this change in viewpoint using evidence to support 

this. 

Example: Charlotte’s Web, Chapter 5. 

Children read Chapter 5 and discussed with their teacher how their feelings towards Charlotte changed 

over the course of the chapter. They then came up with three main headings for the beginning, middle 

and end of the chapter which were: Like Charlotte, changing to fear of Charlotte, changing to  

understanding Charlotte. They then highlighted words and phrases to support these headings and created 

sentences: 

At the end of Chapter 4, I really liked Charlotte because she said things like, “I’ll be a friend to you Wilbur.” In the 

middle of Chapter 5, I changed my mind because it becomes clear that Charlotte is quite a bloody-thirsty charac-

ter. She describes how she eats flies and says things like “I drink their blood. I love blood.” At the end of Chapter 

5, I began to understand that this is just Charlotte’s nature as a spider as she says things like, “I am not entirely 

happy about my diet of flies and bugs but it is the way I am made.” 
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CHOICE ACTIVITIES 

Reading Activities to develop children’s ability to  

discuss author choice 

1. Investigating author word choice 

Give the children an extract of text and give them a mood word, e.g. tension, fear, suspense, excitement. 

Get them to highlight words and phrases in the text which help to create this mood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Annotate the text from a success criteria 

Children investigate a piece of writing and  

discuss how the author has adapted it to suit the 

purpose, e.g. How has the author persuaded  

people to give money to charity in this piece? 

The teacher and students create a success criteria 

for this purpose of writing and colour code it.  The 

children are then given a copy, highlighting in the 

appropriate colour when they find an example of 

the success criteria. 
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3. Using Film to Support Choice Work 

Film is great for introducing children to the fact that authors and directors make conscious decisions to 

impact on the reader/viewer. This is something that often takes children by surprise. Looking at short 

films and discussing choice of music and colour to reflect mood opens children’s eyes to authorial intent 

and better prepares them for finding it in the text. 

Example 

How does the director use colour to reflect the mood in the film? 

Using the Gatoraid advert, The Boy who Learned to Fly 
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3. Using Film to Support Choice Work 

Film can also be used to encourage children to investigate how an 

author uses conscious vocabulary and sentence structure choice. By 

looking at a scene from a film and comparing it the extract from the 

text, the children can identify words and phrases the author uses to 

successfully create this image in our heads. 

Example: 

Chapter 1 of Holes by Louis Sachar 

 

 

 

 


