CE Podcast -  Reading Challenge - Episode 1_V1
(Kids)
Read your greens, everyone. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Welcome to Read Your Greens, your recommended daily intake of books your kids will love. I'm Kirsten McGregor. In a world that sometimes equates reading books to eating your vegetables, dull but necessary, we're here for the joy, the sheer joy of reading. This series is about empowering parents to simply enjoy books with their kids. We're a judgment-free zone, a group of people who will happily talk about books all day if you let us. But we're also hoping we have some nuggets to share about how to make books an enjoyable part of your children's diet. So let me introduce the main characters in this choose-your-own adventure of a podcast. Nick Earls is the author of 28 books for children, teenagers, and adults, including the iconic Zigzag Street and the Word Hunter series. When he's not writing a new book, he's often in schools talking about reading, writing, and sometimes one or two of those books. Nick, thanks so much for being with us today. 
 
Thanks, Kirsten. Great to be here. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
30 years since Zigzag Street.
(Nick Earls)
Yeah. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
So that doesn't make us feel old at all. 
(Nick Earls)
When I go to schools now, I have, I now have students say to me, my mother grew up reading your books. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Oh wow, burn!
(Nick Earls)
There is too many generations in this, but yeah.  
(Kirsten MacGregor)
We've also got Darren Adams-Beutel here. He's a senior clinical speech and language pathologist with the Queensland Education Department, hereafter known as a speechy. He's been a school-based speechy for 11 years now and has a degree in language and applied linguistics. He's also taught English as a second language in Australia and China. However, Darren is still hoping to fulfill his true childhood dream of becoming a wizard. Do you know what? I too was bereft when that letter didn't come from Hogwarts on my 11th birthday. Is that where this all comes back to, Darren? 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Well, it was well before Hogwarts, I'm afraid. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Well before Hogwarts. You're still in the running, it could still happen.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Still in the running, still could happen.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And finally joining us is Lizzy Dixon. Lizzy has been the teacher librarian at Moorooka State School since 2017. And last year was the joint winner, wait for it, of the Queensland School Library Association's Teacher Librarian of the Year Award. Come on, cheers all around. As a general rule, there are not enough cheers for librarians, I think. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
There are very few cheers for librarians, that is very true. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
But Lizzy, well done. And we know community is a real focus of what you do at the school, so we're going to hear a lot more about that soon. But today we're going to talk about what makes a great kids book. And we're going to cover a few age groups here. In fact, we're all parents of kids in quite a large age group. But I want to start us off by testing a bit of a theory. I asked you each to select a line or 2 from your favorite books from childhood, or maybe even your teen years. And I want to see if we can guess the titles, maybe just from the language alone. Anyone want to kick us off? How about you, Darren? 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Sure. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Give us that favorite book from your childhood.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Well, I've got, I've got a couple. They're probably going to be a bit of a giveaway, I think. 



(Nick Earls)
So you're putting pressure on us, aren't you? If you do it and we don't know, we're going to look like we don't know about books.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Well, you might not know them because they're very old. 
(Nick Earls)
I'm very old, so I should have it covered. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Lizzy, you might not know them. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Sure I will. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Fire away.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
So I feel like there's a kind of a giveaway in the line. So I've chosen the first lines of these books. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Okay. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
And so the first one, "'Twas Mulgabill from Eaglehawk, that caught the cycling crows, turned away the good old horse that served him many days. He dressed himself in cycling clothes, resplendent to be seen, and hurried off to town and bought a shining new machine.”
(Together)
Mulgabill's bicycle. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
And, and that, I read that as a kid, the book. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
I think that was a staple in Australian primary schools. in the 80s through the 90s.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Yes I think it was.
(Lizzy Dixon)
In the 80s through the 90s.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Is it still?
(Lizzy Dixon)
No, I still have copies on my shelves, but we, we don't often use it. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Why? Why is it no longer a staple? What happens? Because I was listening to the rhythm and the music of the language then, even as you're reading it out loud. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
It's a poem that's been illustrated. 
(Nick Earls)
So now you're going to be held to account. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Where’s your Mulgabill copy?
(Lizzy Dixon)
I still have copies on my shelf, but they are probably the copies that were there when you were in the primary school. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Do you have a second? 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Um, well, it's more of a sort of chapter book and older book. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Okay. Let’s hear it. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
And again, I feel like it might be something of a giveaway, um, being the first line. So in the hole in the ground lived a hobbit. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Harry Potter! It's Harry Potter! 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
But I love the second line… Not a nasty, dirty wet hole filled with the ends of worms and an oozy smell, nor yet a dry, bare, sandy hole with nothing in it to sit down on or to eat. It was a hobbit hole and that meant comfort. 
(Nick Earls)
See, that's what gets you in, isn't it? It's that bit about the description of the hole. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
And the ends of worms. 
(Nick Earls)
Yeah, ends of worms. I want to read more. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Do you know, so many blokes in my life will tell you Tolkien was the book for them that woke them up to reading.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Yeah.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Was it the same for you, Nick? Was Tolkien part of yours? 
(Nick Earls)
No, I was already awake to reading. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Yeah.
(Nick Earls)
And then by the time The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings became a big deal at high school. Uh, I wanted to let people know I've been, I've been across reading for a long time now. I know they didn't need these latecomer fat books that they were very into. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
But you were like “that is so 1965”, he said. Well, what are your books then? Let’s get a couple lines from yours.
(Nick Earls)
Okay. So like Darren, I've gone for, um, the first book that really struck me. And I've got a memorable chapter book from when I was younger. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Okay. 
(Nick Earls)
So the first book that really struck me. I haven't read. I haven't gone for the opening line. I've gone for something slightly after that, but you're going to get it anyway. You're going to get it anyway, relatively quickly. 
(Nick Earls)
I will not eat them in a house. I will not eat them with a mouse. I will not eat them in a box. I will not eat them with a fox. I will not eat them here or there. I will not eat them anywhere. I do not like…
(Together)
Green eggs and ham. 
(Nick Earls)
Thank you very much, everybody. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
But again, listen to the music of that. 
(Nick Earls)
Yes. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Now that's the art, isn't it? 
(Nick Earls)
And he wrote it with, he, the deal with his publisher, the bet with his publisher was that he couldn't write a children's book using no more than 50 different words. And that uses 50 different words exactly. And 49 of them have one syllable. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Oh, wow. I wasn't aware of that. That's beautiful. 
(Nick Earls)
I was only aware of that because we were planning this. And only the word ‘anywhere’ is the polysyllabic word. And so it's got all that rhythm. It's got all that sound. It's got all those things going on. But the language is incredibly simple. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Okay. But short sentences too. 
(Nick Earls)
Yeah. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Short sentences, easy to read words. So kids can get really engaged in it really early on in their reading journey. 
(Nick Earls)
Yeah. That's right. And I think that's what, what worked for me. All those sentences with the same structure. So if it's, I will not eat them wherever, I've just got to learn one new bit to be able to handle that. So yeah. 
(Nick Earls)
And this was the book where, yeah, I can remember. first reading, reading the, having it read to me and then being able to read it myself. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And now that's a big part of this, isn't it? That achievement. 
(Nick Earls)
Yeah.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And this is why I guess a short sentence is great. So it's a little, I guess, dopamine hit. I finished that sentence. And that's every, every hurdle over and over again, from a speechy’s perspective, Darren, is that? 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Yeah. And, and I think that we probably, and Nick, you talked about having it read to you and then, you know, how many times,
(Nick Earls)
Yeah. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Because lots and lots of times. And I think that that repeated reading, and often we'll, as a parent, maybe try and choose a different books. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Desperately trying… 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Actually, I want to read that again. And that repeated reading gives that confidence. It takes away some of the processing that kids have to do about the story and stuff, because they've heard it before. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
So they can enjoy the details. They can get more out of it, um, by hearing it over and over. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
So it's not just that it's comforting. There's the predictability is the important bit. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Yeah. And I think it gives them a feeling of confidence. Sorry Lizzy. I think it gives them that feeling of confidence that they know what's going on and, you know. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
I think the other thing that you see, um, in the early, early childhood, before children have even started the formal process of learning to read is that when they have books that are repetitive and easy read over and over again, they believe themselves to be reading them. But what they're actually doing is just quoting them off by heart. Um, and what that creates in them is this knowledge that text is the same every time you look at it. And so when they come to reading, they understand that they're looking for meaning that is preexisting on the page rather than, you know, adults aren't sitting each time and making it up. And, and it's really beautiful when you see like a three or four year old child reading a book, um, where they're not reading at all. They're just repeating something off by heart, but they've got that first step in what reading is. Reading is taking a message off a page that has been prerecorded and, and understanding it yourself. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Yeah. It's all about the understanding. It's all about that comprehension. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Yeah. All about comprehension. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
But thinking of yourself as a reader. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
And thinking of yourself as a reader is extremely important as well. Yeah. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Did you have a second book Nick? An older one?
(Nick Earls)
I did, I did. And I'm hoping that this is the first one today that we don't all get in a second, but we'll see. This is actually a first line of a book. And this is a chapter book that I read in the very early 70s, I would say. At dawn, one still October, in the long ago of the world, across the hill of Alderley, a farmer from Mobberley was riding to Macclesfield Fair. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Gee, I don't know. No, it's a tough one. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
No. I feel like I should know it. A few of those names ring a bell.
(Lizzy Dixon)
I've got a few contenders. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Go for it, Lizzie. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
No, I am, um.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
No, please, humiliate yourself. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
No, I really don't know. 
(Nick Earls)
The Weird Stone of Brisingaman by Alan Garner. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Okay, well, why would we have gotten that? 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Definitely wouldn’t of gotten that.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Now, this is an interesting thing because often that gem of a book from childhood is something completely obscure. And for whatever reason, it struck a chord with a particular kid. 
(Nick Earls)
So that at that time was a big hit in the UK. I was in the UK at the time.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Yeah. 
(Nick Earls)
I was in Northern Ireland. So a lot of people would have been reading it then. Alan Garner, looking back on it later, said he didn't think it was particularly good book anyway. Uh, but he then wrote, uh, he wrote a sequel to it shortly after, and then wrote a third part, uh, in 2012, 52 years after the first one was published. And he's still around. Um, but, uh, it was, yes, it was a big deal. in Britain in the 60s and early 70s. 

(Kirsten MacGregor)
I want to come back to this later, this notion of books having trends or going in and out of fashion. But Lizzie, what about yours? 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Um, so I think mine are going to be almost easier to guess than, than the last few were. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
I thought we might all have Dr. Seuss, if I'm honest. But anyway.
(Lizzy Dixon)
So I'll start with my chapter book and I haven't chosen from the middle. I've, I tried to choose something a little more obscure, but the names of the characters give it away. ‘Um, hadn't we all better go to bed, said Lucy. There's sure to be a row if we're heard talking here. No, there won't, said Peter. I tell you, this is the sort of house where nothing's going, no one's going to mind what we do. Anyone, anyway, they won't hear us. It's about 10 minutes walk from here down to the dining room and any amount of stairs and passages in between.’
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Series of unfortunate events? No. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Absolutely. The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe with Lucy and Peter and Susan and Edmund. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
You’re so right. Should have read something about Turkish delight. That was the bit that always stayed with me.
(Lizzy Dixon)
I tried to avoid a passage that made it too obvious. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Beautiful books. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Absolutely beautiful books. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Are they out of vogue? 
(Lizzy Dixon)
They're very much out of vogue. So I have tried and tried again to get my students to read them. And even the most avid readers really struggle with them. And I think that the language in them has become so, so outdated that a lot of our primary school age students at least find them a little inaccessible. The other struggle that I've had with them is finding a publication where the font layout is appealing to a contemporary child. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Yeah. Now this is a really important point because a lot of the books we all grew up reading, tiny font.
(Lizzy Dixon)
Yes.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
So many words to a page, and it I guess it just feels like a mental barrier. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
It's a mental barrier for a lot of kids nowadays because there's a lot more being published, um, that, that jumps out at them more immediately on the page. Yeah. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Go on, hit us with your... 
(Lizzy Dixon)
And my second one, I have chosen for this one, uh, a line that gives it away rather, uh, but maybe not a well-known book to everyone. ‘David jumped into the waves, then came up for air and shouted, mum, dad, there's a sea in my bedroom. I'm jumping the waves. I'm getting all wet.’
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Blank faces all around. 
(Nick Earls)
Okay, well I’m gonna go.. Where the wild things are. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Absolutely not. 
(Nick Earls)
No, I didn't think so. But he goes somewhere in that. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
I know someone listening to us in their car right now is going, these people are idiots. 
(Nick Earls)
It's going, why did they pick these people? Did they pay to do this? 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Go on, tell us. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
So this was a gem of a book in my first year of primary school. It's called There's a Sea in My Bedroom by Margaret Wilde. Um, and the little boy is frightened of going in the ocean and he brings a shell home from the beach and then he in his bedroom, in the quiet of his bedroom, a magic comes out of the shell and his room fills up with the ocean. And the illustrations, his bed transforms into this island and then his toy plane that's hanging from the ceiling becomes a real plane and his rubber ducky starts swimming around. And I was so caught in the magic. I think of the illustrations. And then at the end, when his mother comes in, he's just sitting on the floor and there's no sea in the bedroom. Um, but it ends with the line that, um, he finds a tiny pile of sand under his chair. So I was always just left on this hook, not knowing had he imagined it or had the sea really come crashing down. out of a shell in his bedroom. And I just, I think that that's what got me reading it again and again, because I was trying to find an answer to that, you know, did, did the sea really come out of this shell? Um, never found the answer to that question. I, obviously it's deliberately been left on a cliffhanger for children, but it, it, I just, it was my over and over and over again book as a young child. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And you mentioned the illustrations. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
The illustrations were stunning and so important to a quality children's book. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Well, I might give you mine now, but I should probably make the point that it's against the law for me to read this without using the stupid voice I always use when I'm talking about this author. So here we go. ‘Well, come back and have tea with us, said Moonface. Silky's got some Pop Biscuits and I've made some Google Buns. I don't often make them and I tell you, they're a jolly treat.’ Come on…
(Lizzy Dixon)
The Magic Faraway Tree. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
There it is, Enid Blyton. Enid Blyton wrote approximately eleventy-billion books and they're all tosh and I read them all. And I will be forever in debt to her because she made me love reading. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
I have a tragic story about Enid Blyton. I loved the ‘Noddy’ books and my father read them to me over and over again. And when I went to read my own copies of the ‘Noddy’ books to my children, I discovered that my father had changed the text quite significantly because a lot of it is quite long and dreary and he would just ad lib to make it sound a little bit more exciting and it was very disappointing to discover that the stories that I'd read as a child were not quite what they were on the page.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Did not stand up to scrutiny.
(Nick Earls)
It's just a kind of remix really. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
It was a remix. Yeah. That's great. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
I mean, that's fabulous making it engaging for you and enjoyable. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Yes, and I absolutely loved them. Yeah. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
So did you do that for your kids? 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Uh, no, I found them really hard to read to be honest. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Can I ask you though, your favourite books, did your kids like any of them? 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Yeah, yeah.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
I could not get my kids into Enid Blyton. I do not know why something published in 1939 didn't feel relevant to them. You know?
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
My kids loved The Hobbit. They, they, the Lord of the Rings was a struggle. For my oldest, he liked it, but we read it to him. So he was older then too. He was like 12 or 13 and we would read aloud to him. We loved it. But my youngest, um, enjoyed my anatomy and physiology textbook more from uni and took that, took that to school as his show and tell. Um, a couple of times. So, and, and. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Might this be a trap for parents? Just. Yes, it is absolutely. Thinking something we loved, they'll love. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Well, I think with my, neither of my daughters have read the entire Narnia series. They have tried, but I think I fell into that trap of thinking I loved it so much, trying far too young to read it to them. My older daughter was terrified by the White Witch and wouldn't, wouldn't go, wouldn't even have the books in her bedroom for a period of time. And I still haven't convinced her to read them. Um. Yes, I do regret having tried far too young to get them into the books that I loved. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And every child experiences these things differently. Like my brother was terrified of The Faraway tree, the idea of being trapped and never being able to leave the worlds at the top of the tree, like such different kids clearly in the same family. But how important is this respecting your kid's individuality in this process? 
(Nick Earls)
I think it's critical because if we want them to like books, we want to link them with books they'll like. Uh, and the fact that I might've liked a book in the late 1960s, uh, is no indication of what my son might like now. It's, you know, it's possible that he would, but I didn't even try with, with, with my childhood books. Um, I did try occasionally with books that I'd written. Um, but, uh, you know, that's a mistake an author shouldn't make as well. But, um. It's, we've got to let reading be personal. We've got to let reading be relevant to that person at that time. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
So let's say, okay, we're trying to do the right thing as parents. We've given up on our own favourites. We're not going to convince them that way. Is there still a gap between what we? as loving parents, think is a good book and what kids think is a good book? And the reason I bring this up is I suspect we're very worthy in our choices when they just want boogers and psycho bums.
(Nick Earls)
And I think, I think this is a good point is if we think about what is a good book, we think worthy. If we're thinking about what's a good book for them, we should be thinking compelling. What is it that's going to compel them? And it might be very funny. It might be a big adventure. Uh, it, it's gotta be the book that is most likely to have them wanting to turn the page and read more and whatever that might be. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Um, I was really lucky to hear Katrina Nannestad talk. last year and she was speaking about her journey to becoming a reader and she's now a wonderful writer, but she came quite late to loving Reading and she said she was pushed over and over again to read the classics. And as a primary school teacher, she began to read the Captain Underpants series to her students and realised how much she would have come to reading sooner if, if she'd had access to fun, funny texts. And I see it played out over and over again in my school library. Like the kids will come and they want the, they want the toilet humor. Um, and their parents will come in and say, look, could you, could you encourage them to read something better? So they're reading and they're loving it. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And so like gateway books. Yes. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
But If they never - They're engaging. They're engaging. They're really funny. And I, I mean, there's nothing more wonderful than having a group of Grade 1 or 2s and they'll be in a huddle around the shelf whispering. And then one, you know, the dibby dobber student will march up and say, “Miss Dixon, they're looking at something inappropriate.” And I know immediately what they're looking at because they've pulled out The Day My Bum Went Psycho by Andy Griffith, which has a bottom on the front and the word bum on the front of the cover. And they, they think it's contraband. And I walk over and I'm like, oh yeah, that's a great book. And they all just bend over in fits of laughter that an adult is condoning them reading something that looks so, so anti-adult. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
So what I'm hearing here is fun. And I'm not sure books are presented as fun enough. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
They are not. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Is this something you encounter? 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Uh, this is something that I encounter, but in my library and in my school, I think we've done a really good job of presenting books as fun. Um, it's also loud. It's also messy. Um, but it's definitely fun. And children aren't steered away from these texts in our library, but we do a really good job at our school, um, of explaining to children why they might want to start to read something. a little bit more, um, with a bit more length in it without any pressure for them to, to do so. And it seems to slowly be working. We seem to slowly have kids slipping from that great fun reading junk food, um, onto their veggies… by choice. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
There it is. So it's the language we can use too about presenting books as the vegetables, good for you, you know, I mean, and do you see that, that parents sometimes will go ‘finish your book and then you can go and have fun’ or is, is, is a book's held up as the, as the the hard work of their life rather than the escape. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Um, absolutely. And this is what I see happening over and over again. Really well-intentioned parents, um, reading becomes a chore, a task that the kids have to tick off. Maybe the parents have, you know, 10 minutes reading before you can do this or, you know, um, and kids then begin to see it as something that they're being made to do, that it's a kind of childhood, um, requirement that they will grow out of. Um, because they don't see their parents reading either. And I think it's a real, um, mistake that parents make to position it as a chore. Um, the biggest mistake I see sometimes is when we put it in juxtaposition to screen time. Um, 10 minutes of reading and then you can put the TV on. 10 minutes of reading and then you can play Minecraft.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Ah, it's an either-or. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
It's an either or rather than these are two equally enjoyable activities that we can engage in as a family. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
It's tricky too, because as we know, as kids go into high school, they actually drop the amount of reading that they do. So even those kids that really love reading, It becomes more of a balance between reading for school and the reading that they have to do for content. Um, and then, you know, I guess that they want to break from reading maybe. So that, that reading, the amount of books and the amount of reading time that they have for enjoyment drops, um, as kids go through high school. So. It's, um, yeah, it's tricky. So to, to then try and make it like where you've got to do this is, is really hard graft. If you've been reading all day and you're kind of like, oh, well, I just want to go for a walk outside or something. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Yeah. And I think we forget that as adults, we sometimes come in from work and we, we don't. necessarily sit down with a book. We sit down with a book like on a weekend when we've got the headspace and the time or as we're crawling into bed at night just to read a couple of chapters to put us to sleep. You know, we're not, we're not reading in those busy end parts of our, our days and our lives. We use it as relaxation. 
(Nick Earls)
And most adults aren't reading at all. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
A lot of adults are not reading at all. 
(Nick Earls)
And the rate of reading among adults has fallen progressively this century as we've had more screen opportunities available to us, both in terms of in the phones in our hands and what we can stream to view as drama or comedy. We're binge watching series. We're also busy on social media. And I think for parents for whom reading is an option, I think it's great to be a visible reader to show that, to show that reading is something you value, uh, and to have books around the house. And I think all adults should be visible readers if reading is a thing that works for them. If reading doesn't work, for the adults then maybe introduce audio books into the family life and have, uh, and have long form storytelling in some form like that, uh, as a kind of gateway. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
I'm keen to get a speechy perspective on this, Darren, because hearing all this, for some children, it's a chore. Where do you fit in with, where do stories fit in with what you do? 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Um, it's, it's huge with what we do. Stories are language. So, um, and the, the, where, where we work is in language. So we're speech and language pathologists. So we work with kids who may have difficulties with language as well as speech, things like lisps. Um, And stories fit in to that in a huge way. So narratives, uh, what we use all the time when, when we talk to each other, when we tell each other what we did at the weekend, there's structure to that that is consistent. Um, and I'm sure, you know, as Nick knows, there's lots of theories about, there's only 7 stories in the world. 



(Nick Earls)
And I've written 28. So I must be repeating myself by definition. I've done each one four times. I'm stopping now.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
So there's, but there's structure that we know when we, when we read a narrative and if we can, um, teach that, and it's a big part of the curriculum, but being we can instill that in kids, then what it does is it takes away some of that processing and allows them to focus on detail and engagement and those things. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
So are you saying being, reading books actually helps you with social interactions as well, because you're picking up. the way to tell a yarn in real life. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Yeah, it totally does. And, and because it's a model, it's just like the models that we have when we model language to our kids when they're growing up and we talk to them and, and, you know, we're giving them language models for them to use. And unfortunately when you're in traffic, sometimes not the best models, but, um, kids do learn them very quickly. Um, but when we're modeling all this stuff, like the behavior of reading and, um, you know, and our kids seeing that we value that. then, you know, that's something that they take away from it. But I've read stories about places I've never been and I've learned about those places.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And I’ve travelled the world…
(Nick Earls)
And you've found yourself in those places because of how you read, because of the process of reading. And there's plenty of evidence showing, um, what reading does for you beyond just being a chance to encounter a story. Uh, and people have studied it and showed that people who choose to read character based fiction spend more time in the heads of other people, deep in the heads of other people, as you do in a book, and have more empathy. And there is tests that psychologists have done to actually assess the empathy of people. And there have even been ones where they've got them then to read a piece of fiction and then retested them. And it even just switches it on for a short period of time after you've done it, but it can become sustained if you keep reading regularly. So the, the, But we don't want it to look like medicine and we don't want it to look like vegetables because of that. Uh, when I'm in schools talking about reading, one of the things that I look at with students is I asked them, uh, if they, if, if they think reading is more like broccoli or more like hot chips, uh, and, and I tell them it's my job to make them see the hot chip version. of it, the hot chip side of it, and why it's actually something they would want to do rather than should do. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And there it is. And there it is. And that's the dream, isn't it? It's something we want them to want. Yes.
(Nick Earls)
We want to give them a reason to pick up the book. And we then hope the book delivers on that. And if it does, and if it gives them the buzz that reading can give, then they're much more open to come back for more. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
So here's some things I'm hearing then. So fun, Don't get, don't get too self-important in this space. Find books that are kid -centred, perhaps.
(Lizzy Dixon)
Yep. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
So, because there are tropes we keep seeing time and time again in books. Parents are always absent. A child's special or the chosen one. I'm looking at you, Darren, who's still waiting to be a wizard. But there are certain things that kids do like. There are some things you could put money on. 
(Nick Earls)
Yeah. And I realised this when, um, realized when we were…
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Boarding school.
(Nick Earls)
When we were thinking of books that meant something to us and the books that we were going to bring quotes for. And I looked up the Weird Stone of Brisingamen and found that it was a brother and a sister who were staying with family and kind of went into a cave and went to this magical place and things happened and they had adventures no one else had. And I thought, That's my Word Hunter series. It's a homage, not plagiarism. Every bit is different. And yet, uh, so it's, you need a brother and a sister to find a book in a school, a dictionary in a school library. And there's a light, there's something glowing in the dictionary. And it blasts them back into the past and to the various stages of the evolution of a word and they track it back to its origins and they have to keep the word alive in the present. So they've got this quest and they're special, they're chosen. And I love that about The Weird Stone of Brisingamen, obviously, since it influenced me years later. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
I just feel like the more you say that title, the less the words have any meaning for me. Like, the what is it? Say it again? 
(Nick Earls)
The Weird Stone of Brisingamen. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Okay. Catchy.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
I think it's great. I'm going to remember it. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
I've got to read it.
(Nick Earls)
And I think I connected with stories because something funny, I'd be into that. That was great. Um, but I think Lizzy, when we were talking previously, you talked about. uh, some of the older kids and looking for stories that were actually sad. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Yes.
(Nick Earls)
And for me, it was looking for kind of danger and adventure. And I didn't, most of us aren't leading the special lives that the kids in those books read, but I love the possibility that that might happen and that I might go into the woods near our farm and the, the craggy old tree that had been hit by lightning in the middle. And maybe it was a portal to somewhere that would be more interesting. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
The magic. 
(Nick Earls)
And that's what I found with the, the Word Hunter’s books was that was a, an aspect of it that students connected with. It's like normal kids my age in my, in my part of the world, suddenly get this opportunity to be special. And it's dangerous. And I've got to follow them through to the end to see that they make it. But I want to see what happens. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
I love that.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
It's an escape, right? 
(Nick Earls)
Yeah, it's an escape. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
An escape from what's really happening. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And frankly, the world is ugly and complicated right now. We should be giving kids every outlet we can. So going for the sad book is almost a novelty. That's not something that's their life. Or they might have the opportunity to dream and to travel through a book. What, Are there considerations we should have for a child who might have experienced trauma in terms of books? And, or how much do we think about this, that a book could in fact, exacerbate trauma? 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Absolutely. And I, I think when I know, like the reason that I always give kids a heads up on that particular book is that I, you know, you want them to have a chance to, to, um, self-censor. So I, when I have books that I believe have challenging content, I, I will just let kids know, ‘Hey, did you know this one's about’, and you sometimes I'll do what I saw yesterday. They'll just put the book down and move on to another. And sometimes they'll, they'll be really, really keen. Um, and I think. But I do think we don't always give kids credit for the capacity to self -censor with a book and a screen is in your face. Um, and you, you, it's really hard. You kind of get drawn in. You, you, you. turning it off is a lot more difficult. The action is happening so fast. Um, whereas a book, if you get to a bit and you think this is really uncomfortable for me, it's very easy to close it and walk away. And I, I often have this conversation with parents around Harry Potter where, um, you know, Harry Potter gets really, really dark, really, really soon. Um, so book one, two, three, lovely for primary school. And then they do actually get quite dark. And I've had lots of parents asking me about it and some parents, I was like, Oh, you know, Do you think that they've read the book? Should I let them watch the films? I said, well, no, because the films of MA15+, um, because the kids can't put it down. And when your kid's reading the book, if they want to self-censor, they can, without losing face as much as with a film as well, they can put it down and walk away. They don't have to explain to anyone why they've put it down and walked away. They can just. It's private.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Is this a big thing for speeches? 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
Yeah, um, because you, you, you can process stuff. You can stop. You can read something again. You can kind of go back and think about it and pause. Whereas if you're watching a film with someone, no one appreciates it if you stop it and you rewind it and you think about it and turn it off. And, and we don't do that with screens, but with a book you can stop, you know, you can think about it and pause and reread and. 
(Nick Earls)
And I think we've got to be mindful of that. pattern of reading that approach to books and support that in kids and not go, you haven't done your reading today. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Yes. I've had lots of times you have children who will read half a book and they'll bring it back. ‘I'm like, Oh darling, I can see your bookmarks halfway through. Do you want to have it another week? No. Did you like it? Yeah, it was great.’ And it can be really hard. Parents will often contact me and say, ‘you know, they're not finishing anything’. I'm like, ‘that's okay. They're dipping their toes. They're reading half the book’. Um, and they, and then kids will sometimes say, to them a couple of years later when they're ready for them. Um, sometimes they won't, they've, they've had their time with that book and they're not interested in getting to the end of the story and, and they should have permission to do that. 
(Nick Earls)
Yes, they should.
(Kirsten MacGregor)
And there's a world of difference writing for these different age groups and you've done it, Nick. I mean, what do you have to keep in mind writing for the different age groups across this? 
(Nick Earls)
What you need to keep in mind, I think whatever age group you're writing for is at heart thinking What can I do that will create a compelling reading experience for the people I think might fit with this book? And there might be different things for different age groups. I remember working with Mark McLeod, a very experienced publisher of children's books, who was the editor on the Word Hunter series. And he said, compared with my work for readers older than that, I always needed to be conscious of narrative and make sure I was always telling a story and giving story reasons to keep reading rather than just kind of character reasons to keep reading. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
Ah so plot-driven rather than character-driven? Is that what you? 
(Nick Earls)
I guess it is, but, but making a lot more than my adult books. 
(Lizzy Dixon)
And look, I read, I have, uh, kindergarten groups and playgroup groups come into my library and there's nothing that exposes a badly written children's book like reading it to zero to five year olds. Because if it's not been well put together, the children will just walk away. 
(Nick Earls)
And sometimes with those, if it's not been well put together and you read it, you think, Did you ever think about reading this aloud? 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Yes, absolutely. And when they're well written, they have a beautiful rhythm to them. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
There it is, that musical element to them.
(Lizzy Dixon)
They have moments where you can stop and engage the kids with all their senses. So, you know, even if it's not written on the page, there'll be moments where it makes sense to stop and say, ‘Hey, everyone, let's be a snake, like the character in the book’ and get them all slithering around or ‘everyone, let's be a truck. Vroom, vroom, vroom, vroom.’ And, and so the book gets the, the kind of draw them in and the experience of the, the books allow a story time experience, um, rather than just a kind of monotonous, um. 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
And that's huge too, really. So that, that concept of having a dialogue. with the book, you know, there's an interaction, not just, so you read it the first time and you know, we know we're reading it 20 times. So, so, you know, and maybe after a few times you don't read it at all. You just talk about what happens and talk about the pitches and have a conversation. Do you remember when we did this at the beach or, you know, I think of, um, that beautiful Alison Lester book. Um, what's it called? The beach? 
(Lizzy Dixon)
Um, uh, oh my goodness. Uh, imag.. no..
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
There’s gonna be lots of people yelling…
(Together)
Magic Beach.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
I remember reading that to the kids and then talking about when we went to Caloundra and the rock pools and making that, and they can experience that and go, yeah, I've done that. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
That's a technical term for that, isn't it? That interaction. What do you, uh, story dialogue? Oh okay.
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
It’s just sort of generalizing, I guess. Oh, that’s story grammar was what we talked about before, which is that concept of, you know, character setting, complication. You try and solve the complication. So, um, but yeah, generalising is that. I'm going to bring this to my own experience. I've done stuff like that. And then all of a sudden you've got stuff to, to hang that on some, something to make it better. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
I reckon this is worth an episode in its own right. Let's make that next edition of Read Your Greens because there's so much there for us in the art of storytelling. But to wrap up this episode, what are your key takeaways then? We started off asking the question, what makes a good kid's book? What are the key takeaways for a parent listening to this today, Lizzy? 
(Lizzy Dixon)
I think the key takeaways are to not worry too much about what you think is good literature. Um, don't think of books as junk food or vegetables, just books are books and let your kids enjoy what they will enjoy. 
(Nick Earls)
Uh, yeah, I think the, the books that will work best for your child are the ones that might compel them for a reason. Something, give them a reason to read the book or, or let them see, give, offer them a book, offer them books that might give them something to connect with, uh, and give them a reason to read it other than it being a book. And then if they discover what books can do, then perhaps they can read more broadly from there. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
You know your kids best. You know what might strike a chord. And Dan? 
(Darren Adams-Beutel)
I think the best kids books are the ones that kids read. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
There it is. And on that note, we will bring this story to a close. Stay tuned for the next chapter of Read Your Greens as we feed your children's imaginations one book at a time. My thanks to our panel, Nick Earls, Lizzie Dixon, and Darren Adams -Butel. Next time on Read Your Greens, we'll be discussing the art of storytime, how books are often core to our happiest memories, and why some tips and tricks for anyone reluctant to read out loud to their kids. I'm Kirsten McGregor. Thanks for your company. 
(Kids)
Thanks for listening. 
(Kirsten MacGregor)
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