
 

Be inspired by this charming article by Kerrie Hope, KS2 Literacy 
Support Teacher at Ryefield Primary School in Hillingdon, London as 
she shares her experience of resisting then embracing challenging texts. 

‘I was at the Oxford Reading Spree at the 

weekend and I had a chat with someone called 

Bob Cox’. 

 

This brief and simple statement from our headteacher 

led to a revolutionary rewrite of the reading and writing 

plans for Ryefield to include repeated exposure to 

literary heritage works and archaic language in a way 

that was enjoyable as well as challenging. At the time, I 

had no idea that these first words would be the start of 

an enlightening journey that would make me truly 

reflect on the meaning of the first words of Miroslav 

Holub’s poem - Go and open the door. 

 Nestled between Heathrow Airport and RAF 

Northolt, Ryefield Primary School, under the leadership 

of Colin Tucker, has spent the last five years aiming to 

establish itself as a centre for excellence.  My 

appointment to the team was to help bridge the gap for 

the children falling short of the expected standard. 

Despite creating a rich and fearless environment for 

talk, through the Oracy 21 project, it was clear that the 

children were struggling to translate their prowess in 

oracy towards the written word. What could be done to 

elevate their understanding of not only how to speak to 

an audience but how to write for an audience?  

This is a question that many schools inevitably face. 

Another concern hovered over our children’s ability to 

transition from primary to secondary. We were mindful 

that if the experiences we gave our pupils became 

limited to popularist or contemporary works of 

literature, then they would continue to be disadvantaged 

when faced with the Key Stage 3 realms of Gothic 

literature, 19th century poetry and Shakespeare.  The 

literary dissonance faced by some secondary school 

children can stall their reading progress across both 

KS3 and KS4.  
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As a school we set about creating a book-rich 

environment to include book huts in the playground, 

lending libraries for parents and even a book vending 

machine where children’s achievement in literacy could 

be rewarded by selecting a book of their choice. We 

knew that reading for pleasure was the foundation for 

every child’s future success.  However, the children 

needed a broader awareness and experience of a diverse 

range of authors’ work.  This was vital if they were to 

see themselves as authors.  We had made a start but 

more was needed.  

Despite using high quality texts and cooperative 

learning strategies, our children’s writing lacked 

vibrancy and tier three vocabulary.  In stepped Bob Cox, 

with his Opening Doors strategy.  My initial thoughts 

jarred at the notion of using the texts I had been 

subjected to in my teenage years because I still viewed 

them as turgid and moribund.  If Charles Dickens, 

Charlotte Bronte, Jules Verne and the like had never 

floated my boat, how could they resonate with 

students?  More importantly, how on earth could they 

ignite a love of language and accelerate reading and 

writing progress? Surely these dusty and archaic texts 

were going to dull the vibrant learning environments 

that we were developing for children who struggled with 

literacy. They were going to have any semblance of a 

passion for books sucked out of them!  

How wrong I was.  Over the course of Bob’s sessions, 

I found myself becoming desperate to know which 

character, place or moment in time he would take me to 

next. The language I was being exposed to created 

images in my mind that possessed infinite details, colour 

and depths of emotion which endured in my memory 

and regularly flashed into my everyday thinking. 

Something about the way these texts had been delivered 

had awoken a curiosity and desire for more that had 

been previously untapped. I was picking up Wuthering 

Heights for the first time to read at home and seeing a 

world that wasn’t just Kate Bush standing in front of a 

wind machine. More significantly, my everyday 

vocabulary was expanding and I was finding words I 

didn’t know I had. If Opening Doors could do this to 

me as a learner, what could it do for our children? 

What I found particularly refreshing were the creative 

methods and strategies he introduced that made each 

challenging text appealing and inviting. Access 

strategies such as Connotation River, Javelin Question, 

Paragraph Microscope and Taster Draft provided 

tangible hooks for motivating learning. But I was yet to 

be convinced of the efficacy of these methods with our 

Ryefield pupils. With a significant proportion of 

children with SEN and EAL, who were already 

struggling with spelling, grammar, punctuation and the 

challenges of modern authors and contemporary 

language, the prospect of introducing them to archaic 

language appeared foolish. It was time to test Bob’s 

approach and unlock a very heavy door to see if there 

was just tumbleweed wafting in the draught. 

I knew that our staff would not relish an INSET on 

the theory behind heritage texts. What they would really 

want were tangible, practical frameworks and strategies 

that created engagement and a productive buzz in the 

classroom. So my first port of call was to create a 

planning template that would scaffold a teacher’s ability 

to design teaching sequences using the Opening Doors 

principles.  

Furthermore, it was important that the format could be 

applied to any classic text that could be linked to the 

themes and topics already in place.  Testimony to this 

flexibility became acutely evident in our recent Equality 

and Diversity week where year 4 used George Orwell’s 

Animal Farm to write a persuasive speech on the right 

to be free. 
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With a significant proportion of children with 

SEN and EAL, who were already struggling with 

spelling, grammar, punctuation and the 

challenges of modern authors and contemporary 

language, the prospect of introducing them to 

archaic language appeared foolish.  

To all of my fellow friends, we have been working for so 

long in this nightmare of a life. So this master of ours 

hates us. Did we do anything wrong? No! If we all come 

together we can maybe stand a chance. We get milked 

and stolen from. Our life stance is going down and we 

should be treated fairly like the humans. We have done 

what he has said but what do we get? Anything? No! 

We all will get out of this living hell. All animals deserve 

to be free and we shall be called free animals not his 

animals. I was a free animal once but I was taken here. 

We shall all fight back. We can get out of here, healthy 

and agile. Are you AMAZING animals ready? It’s time to 

go for freedom. 

 

EQUALITY and DIVERSITY and FREEDOM all depend on 

you. Freedom! 

 

George, year 4, inspired by Animal Farm by George 

Orwell 



 

From this basis, we began planning and testing the 

lessons on the children to ensure there was sufficient 

pupil engagement and that the outcomes were of a high 

enough standard. I challenged myself by not using any 

of the recommended works from Bob Cox’s books and, 

as we were reading Anthony Horowitz’s Stormbreaker 

in year 5, decided to focus on Alfred Lord Tennyson’s 

poem The Kraken as a link to Alex Rider’s encounter 

with a Portuguese man o’ war. After showing artwork, 

maps, photographs of deep-sea gigantism and even a 

cartoon of Donald Trump as a giant octopus sitting on 

the White House, the children were faced with the 

hardest question first—how does Tennyson create an 

other-worldly atmosphere in his poem? Immediately, the 

children were faced with AF 5, ‘Explain and comment 

on the writers’ use of language, including grammatical 

and literary features at word and sentence level’. Were 

they over-faced and tempted to switch off? Far from it! 

They methodically worked through decoding and 

defining the language, then exploring and interpreting 

the text so that they could formulate well reasoned 

arguments supported by evidence. The exposure to 

immediate stretch and challenge meant that children 

were exceeding their expectations and naturally moving 

along the learning curve.  

With the lesson sequence having been started with the 

hardest question first, rather than a linear progression, 

there were concerns over differentiation and whether the 

gap between our lowest and highest achievers would 

become even greater.  Challenging ideas and concepts 

such as eerie, haunting atmospheres or balancing 

dialogue and description to move on the action appeared 

unachievable when many children were struggling with 

knowing when to use a capital letter and full stop in a 

sentence that actually made sense. The gap was bridged 

with using further questions and visual prompts to 

support the lower attainers. Ultimately, the fear of a hard 

question was gone because every child in the room was 

asked to jump into the unknown. No-one knew the 

answer, so no-one could have the upper hand in the 

discussion. We all started on a level playing field so we 

all worked together as a team to discover the answer. 

Resilience and a growth mindset were built into the 

learning process. 

From that point on, the door was flung wide open and 

teachers were experimenting across the school. Our 

headteacher made the declaration that an Opening 

Doors two-week unit should be included every half 

term so it was time to plan when and what would be 

chosen as our bread and butter for the literacy 

curriculum. A key feature of Opening Doors is ‘link 

reading’ so it was important that each text gave breadth 

and depth to texts already studied. The Secret Garden 

explored how writers develop the senses alongside 

Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters. The Phantom Coach by 

Amelia B. Edwards alongside The Viewer by Shaun 

Tan explored the creation of tension and suspense via a 

fascination versus threat theme.  

Vitally, we focused on making sure that it wasn’t just 

the obvious themes of the books that complemented 

each other. Painstaking planning went into ensuring that 
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The bells clashed. Twelve midnight. Scrooge was well 

aware of what was about to unravel. Each time a bell 

crashed, it felt like someone was choking him. As each 

bell vibrated, someone tightened their grip. His brain 

rattled with fear. Silence. Scrooge was bewildered by this 

fact. No signs, no noise, not a peep could be heard. 

 

Eventually, a whirlwind of sounds, demonic shrieks, and 

low gurgles equally as loud as a population of birds that 

were eager to share what they had seen in their lifetime, 

erupted. After a while, they all perished to the inevitable 

silence. Cautiously, Scrooge evacuated his bed, limb by 

limb, as quiet as a spider, eyes as wide as a cat.  

 

Finally, the phantom made his grand arrival. Scrooge 

peered anxiously at the contorted phantom and 

stuttered, “Are you the… the… sp… spirit yet to come?” 

The phantom exposed a bone-like finger to the 

astonished eyes of cold-hearted, savage Scrooge. The 

phantom pointed to the door. He was the very essence of 

death. Scrooge walked beside him and thought to himself, 

it’s better to have a cold heart than no heart at all.  

 

Through the thick icy barrages of mist, Scrooge was 

transported to a grave with no name. Rays of menacing 

darkness and misery enveloped him as his name became 

carved into the headstone. Each motion of the phantom’s 

finger brought visions of demons from the underworld 

that  mocked him. Scrooge dropped to his knees and 

pleaded for salvation before his soul was devoured. 

 

Ridwan, year 6, a prediction on the visitation of the third 

ghost inspired by A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens 

Dream big, dream good, spread your wings and dream high, 

 

How would it feel with a life without dreams? 

Staring into nothing, how empty life would be, 

Sad and lonely like a deserted abyss, 

Dark and black like a foggy mist, 

Work hard for your dreams to make them come true, 

Protect them and believe is all you have to do. 

 

Niamh, year 5, inspired by Dreams by Langston Hughes 



 

each half term explored an element of how an author 

uses a technique or device to have an effect on the 

reader. From the outset, the aim had been to develop our 

children as writers so we had to show them how writers 

manipulate the reader through their language choices, 

use of punctuation, tense, dialogue and varied sentence 

types, as well as the overall structure. Furthermore, we 

ensured that these authorial techniques, including a 

heavy focus on grammar, punctuation and spelling were 

revised and consolidated over the key stage with a 

distinct progression of writing skills across the genres. 

Poetry and prose from the past that shape our present 

society are used to inspire writing across the genres. By 

the end of Year 6, each child at Ryefield will have been 

furnished with a writer’s toolkit that will enable them to 

express their inner voice so that they can entertain, 

inform or persuade their reader.  

So far, we are only into the first year of teaching in 

this way but the outcomes across the three strands of 

literacy, even through various lockdowns, self-isolations 

and online live lessons, have outstripped anything 

previously achieved and the children’s attitudes towards 

writing have changed dramatically. It was often the case 

that children would groan and procrastinate over their 

writing but now there is a concentrated calmness and 

hush that is only broken by queries over which word or 

sentence structure will have the greatest impact.  

Most surprisingly for me, the persistent issues with 

technical inaccuracies and weak vocabulary that I had 

tried to conquer from all sides have been whittled away. 

The children are learning what a sentence should look 

like and feel like from the origins of great writing. 

Instead of being overwhelmingly distracted by errors 

and clunky sentences during marking, I am actually 

connecting with the atmosphere of the piece. Writing 

for purpose and audience is finally achievable.  

 

The door at Ryefield has been opened and the air 

we breathe is exhilarating. 
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Kerrie Hope has been in primary 

education for 25 years specialising 

in RE and Literacy. She has spent 

the last ten years delivering 

literacy support to children that 

fall below the expected standard, 

including those with a variety of 

special educational needs. She is a 

passionate advocate of stretch and 

challenge for all in her classroom. 

The Demonic Wood 
 

Startled by the rustle of trees, 

In the demonic wood stood he,  

His body shivered with fear, 

He knew someone or something was near! 
 

A cackle at his left, yet movement from the right, 

Yet still no one in sight, 

Someone coming closer… closer… closer! 

This was what alarmed him the most.  
 

A cold breath he felt against his neck, 

He glimpsed behind him, but only to check, 

There was still nothing to be seen, 

Was it even a human being? 
 

He shuffled away silently, without a noise, 

These types of woods are no good for little boys. 

He stumbled into what he thought was a tree, 

Yet little did he know it was actually me. 
 

Lexie, year 6, inspired by Prince Kano  

by Edward Lowbury 


