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INT: Hi everybody and welcome to this Early Years podcast.  With me today, I’m really, really 

fortunate in having, Adam Bushnell. 

AB: Hello. 

INT: Jane Kennedy. 

JK: Hi there. 

INT: And Sam Jackson. 

SJ: Hello.  

INT: And this podcast is being pulled together following our really successful childminder 

conference which we held in November 19, last year.  And the focus of that conference was all about 

developing children’s love for literacy.  So, I thought it would be a really good idea if we can get 

these folks back around our table today to have a quick chat and my first question that I’m going to 

put out there is around developing that love for literacy.  So, how did you develop a love for literacy? 

Adam, do you want to kick off?

 

 

AB: Yeah, I will kick off.  Not in a bad way but in a good way.  It was a good conference by the 

way. 

INT: Thank you very much.  It was a fantastic day. 

AB: I really enjoyed it, fantastic, a really positive vibe to it and that question of how did my love 

for literacy develop was a question that was mentioned several times as part of the conference 

where I asked some of the delegates to share their literacy loves in terms of what was their favourite 

book when they were in school themselves when they were first discovering picture books and 

things like this.   For me, it was a book called… I remember it very clearly, it was a book called 

Gobolino, The Witches’ Cat.    

INT: Wow, I remember that.  

AB: Yeah and I was absolutely hooked.  I remember it had this pink cover which isn’t terribly 

manly is it?  But it drew me in with this black cat with bright blue eyes.  And just the cover, you 

know, you do judge a book by its cover, and I was instantly drawn by this cat.  I had a cat who looked 

almost identical.  So, I sort of wanted to relate and find out about the adventures of this cat.  And 

then there was a series of books about Hannibal the Hamster.  Do you remember those? 

INT: Yeah, I remember those.  Oh, my goodness, yes. 

AB: We’re all getting flashbacks, it’s like Vietnam.  And so, I used to collect those books and I 

remember thinking if ever there was a house fire and I was in my room, what would I do?  I 
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remember thinking I would throw my mattress out the window, next I would throw my books and 

then I would throw myself onto the mattress and that was my plan, that was what I would save from 

the house.  Not my brother or my family or anything like that but all my books.  And those books had 

such an impact on me, they were my prized possessions.  And it was, I suppose that was what then 

led me onto reading other books and eventually reading the Greek Myths which were absolutely the 

ones that just hooked me.  I remember reading stories of Medusa and the Minotaur on holiday in 

Greece.  And I just knew that this was me, this was what I wanted to do for a job, from then on, was 

to create similar sort of stories about monsters and heroes etc.  So, it started with animals and then 

went on to monsters.   

INT: That’s amazing, Jane.

JK: I think it’s fair to say that I wasn’t a reader or a lover of books from a young age.  I think 

because I had a parent who was a teacher who was fraught about the fact that I didn’t like books so 

felt the need to teach me to read every night.  Which really didn’t work.  And also, the books I was 

reading from school were very kind of scheme based, the old Janet and John, Peter and Jane.  The 

only thing I liked about Peter and Jane was it was Jane, but it didn’t look like me in any way, shape or 

form.  So, that was a no brainer either.  But I think it came to me over time because it was more 

about the experience of books with other people so it was when I was read stories, when I heard 

stories on car journeys because we always had audio books and stories going on.  That was the start 

of it and then it was looking at the illustrations and the pictures in picture books and just really 

engrossed in the colours and everything like that.  It kind of drew me in and once I was in, I was then 

hooked.  But it was a longer journey than people would expect.  People always assume I was a 

hugely avid reader, but I really wasn’t.  And probably, it was when I started to understand what 

books were enabling me to understand a little bit more about who I was, what the world was, what 

was going on around the world and experiencing things that I probably haven’t had any experience 

of whatsoever.   I was able to access that through stories and it took me to places and adventures 

and it allowed my somewhat whacky imagination free reign because I would suddenly find myself in 

the middle of the story and that would be me for the next three weeks, living as one of the 

characters and experiencing all of that so I was walking around Binns, as it was, in Sunderland, I 

wasn’t in Sunderland, I was away in some kind of Never, Never Land doing all sorts of things and 

there was crocodiles around every corner.  And it just lit up from that point, so I think it enabled me 

to become very creative and I’ve never lost that love of literature and books from that point because 

it’s just so creative and imaginative.  I think that’s probably it.

  

INT: That’s amazing.  Sam, I was thinking about this, because you’re an outdoorsy guy and I was 

wondering whether that love for literacy is there with you as well? 

SJ: It is, I was never a fan of fiction when I was younger.    

AB: Typical boy.  

SJ: I know, my love of books was more facts, history.   

INT: Oh, just like me.   

SJ: Geography.  

INT: That’s what we were talking about earlier.  
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SJ: So, non-fiction.  Whereas now, I’ll go to bed and I always read in bed, I’ll read a couple of 

chapters of fiction until my eyes start to go.  It’s definitely non-fiction that I would have read when I 

was younger.  So, it was things like tree books, tree identification, flowers, birds, ornithology.

INT: The eye spy books were always great, weren’t they? 

SJ: Eye spy Osborne books.  Osborne.  Even to this day, my own children, they love those sorts 

of books, they have the full packs of stone age right the way through to modern day and they will 

read those, they love all of that.  And I’ll even flick through those myself but it’s definitely not fiction 

based getting them into books.  Even to this day, I remember… just today, a boy came up to me and 

say, “How did you know that was a beech tree?”  

INT: That’s brilliant.

SJ: It just went in and I just loved that and still, I’m kind of obsessed with knowing what things 

are because if I don’t know what something is, I will go home and I will Google it or I will go and 

get a book that I’ve got and look it up.  So, non-fiction definitely inspired me.

 

INT: I think that’s a trick we’re missing isn’t it?  Because non-fiction is always seen as the second 

cousin to story books.  And I think schools have gone for a long time down a path of lots of story 

books and we sort of say, “Oh, yeah, we read stories to children.”  And actually, a lot of children and 

younger children particularly love the non-fiction that brings in that kind of—the reality of it is really 

important.   

SJ: I just think maybe because I’ve got two older boys, they are definitely non-fiction.  They will 

read non-fiction over fiction.  

INT: I’m always amazed about how excited children get over dinosaurs and a dinosaur book just 

sparks absolutely… but they know every name. 

JK: They know all the facts. And they know all the facts about those types of things and 

regurgitates-- 

INT: Which puts us in that motivation factor which is so huge about getting them to read, talking 

about motivation and getting children to want to read and want to do it.  The fact that they’re 

outside and looking at a tree and don’t know what it is and you can say, “Right, here’s the Osborne 

book.”  Which is wonderful, you know, it just takes it on a completely different level. 

SJ: And I think, again, I think it was Jen, you spoke about your parents being teachers or one of 

your parents? 

JK: Yeah.

SJ: Mine were both teachers and I remember Houghall Woods in Durham, every Sunday, when 

my dad was doing a particular topic in Year 6, whether it be trees or flowers and they’d do flower 

pressing in those days as well, do you remember it?

 

INT: Yeah.  Yeah.  Great use for a book that. 
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JK: And again, that was bringing in your idea.  So, people would bring flowers in, they would 

identify them, they would press them and six weeks later they would do some art with them and 

label them and annotate what they were.  I remember being dragged around Houghall Woods on a

 Sunday afternoon picking sticks up and picking leaves up and picking conkers up and picking beech

 masts up.  And then going home and just reading-- 



INT: So, has that been your true motivation for where you are then now? 

JS: Definitely, I can safely safe where I am now and I chose my A Levels and I chose my degree 

because of those experiences when I was younger.  

AB: Absolutely.  And we live in a world where our world is utterly fascinating.  And so, when 

you’re reading something that’s a non-fiction text, it reads like a fictional text because children, their 

minds are blown.  I shared something the other day with children that pandas do 40 poos a day.  I 

mean, how have they got time for anything else?  It’s incredible.  And I also, I showed a class some 

clips from the most recent Blue Planet series, Blue Planet 2 and I have to be careful which clips you 

show because some of it is very disturbing and tragic.  But I was showing  a scene to a group of 

children where it was a cuttle fish that was using the colours on its skin and it was changing the 

colours on its skin and it was almost like these colours were vibrating and it was hypnotising a crab 

so that it could then eat it.  And the class that I was showing it to, all chorused as one, “Fake.”  And I 

said, ”It’s not fake, it’s BBCs Blue Planet 2.”  And they said, “There’s no way that that is real.”  They 

just absolutely couldn’t believe that this real life thing that genuinely happens in nature could be 

anything but science fiction.  Incredible.   

INT: Yeah, that’s amazing.  So, if we’re going to motivate these children that we’ve got right now, 

what’s going to be your top tips as ambassadors for language, literacy, communication, vocabulary. 

All of those great big words that we’ve got hitting us really in the face of education at the moment, 

what would be your top tips for those people out there working with our families and our children? 

What’s the motivators for literacy?
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AB: I suppose it’s going with children’s own areas of interest.  Like, Sam was interested in being 

outdoors and that’s what’s motivated you and crafted your career.  And I suppose that it’s the same 

with Jane as well, with her imagination opportunities in the car.  It’s finding what children are 

interested in in going with that.  And so, within a certain topic that’s been taught in a classroom, 

pulling out the bits that most interest the children.  I was working on the Great Fire of London today 

with a Year 2 class.  And the thing that absolutely captivated them was the fact that the people 

threw their toilet waste into the street.  And that’s all they really wanted to talk about it.

INT: That’s cool thought, isn’t it?  Again.

 

 

  

AB: Yeah, getting back to the poo, there’s a common theme running through this podcast.  So, 

our descriptions were based around those five sensory descriptions of being in the street, not 

necessarily focusing on the fire but focusing—and as parents, or as childminders or as guardians or 

as foster parents, whatever it is, whatever role we’re playing, when a child is reading a book, what is 

it that they’re interested in in that book?  Is it the pictures?  Is it the facts?  Is it the narrative?  Is it 

the character?  What is it that you can really focus on and--

JK: I think that’s right.  But I think as well, we underestimate children’s ability to be captivated 

by something that is far more challenging than we would expect.  So, the more we kind of try to 

pitch it, as something, “Oh, this is their level.”  We’re losing a lot of them very quickly and I think if 

you give them something that is really meaty and really tough and a really challenging piece of 

reading, you know, you read something to them, like the cuttle fish in a way, that’s way beyond their

 scientific understanding but if you now had a text that actually said, “This is factually true.”  And 

they could go, and they sit, and they think, “Wow, that’s really fascinating.”  You read poems to 

children and I think for many years, schools have opted for very good children’s poets who are 

writing poems but specifically for children and actually, when you read them poems that are written 

by the greats, they don’t understand them and neither do you, sometimes.  But they get an awful lot

 from them and similarly when you read extracts from books or books  that you think, “This is way 
too hard for them.”  It very rarely is.  Because they come with you.



INT: And it’s what they absorb.  

JK: It is.   

INT: And it’s what comes in.  Or what emotion it sparks.   

JK: And I think that’s a massive motivation.  The motivating factor that you can actually capture 

children by giving them something that’s far too difficult and then they will aspire to read that.  So, 

to get to it, they will jump along all the stepping stones and read the stuff they need because they 

want to get to the point where they can read and understand that.

SJ: I see children in classrooms who aren’t necessarily engaged.  And you used the word 

“captivate” there.  And regularly, I’ll see children writing the part of a tree or annotating a particular 

mini beast, labelling a particular kind of flower.  Take them outside and let them find that mini beast. 

Feel it.  Look at the leaf, why is that an oak tree and that an ash? Look at the shape of the leaves. 

What’s the difference between the similarities?  And I just think, children are engaged outside, 

sometimes they aren’t necessarily engaged in a classroom.

  

INT: And it’s making connections, isn’t it? 

SJ: Yeah.  

INT: Making connections with the real world.   

SJ: It’s definitely making connections with the real world and then, there’s loads of worksheets 

you can print off and you can stick them in the books.  But let’s get outside and see things for real. 

Let’s see what’s in that pond.  They’re motivated, they’re engaged, they’re excited, it’s wow.  What’s 

not to like about a dragon fly nymph?

 

 

INT: Absolutely.   

SJ: What’s not to like about seeing a real one? 

JK: And actually, what you’re saying is it can also be translated to other experiences because 

how many of our children go to museums etc?  And they go and they have a great day and they 

remember the shop and the trip on the bus and who they sat next to, but the actual trip to the 

museum or wherever it is, is kind of lost.  There’s a really great book called Books, Books, Books 

which is all about the British Library.  I’ve got it here.  You can’t see it on a podcast, but I’ve got it in 

front of me.  And it’s about exploring inside the greatest library on earth and it is probably one of the 

best books I’ve ever read for actually just really changing the way I thought about things.  I mean, 

because I read this book, I actually actively went to Durham Cathedral and went to see St Cuthbert’s 

coffin.  It’s been there all the years I’ve lived here but I read in this book thatt this coffin, about the 

fact that they have information about this coffin, I was like, “Right, I’m going to go and see the 

coffin.”  It was fabulous.  But I did a load of work on this book and shared it with schools and one of 

our schools in County Durham actually took it, did loads of work with the children and basically, each 

page tells them all about something that you can find in the British Library.  So, Lady Jane Grey’s 

prayer book.  Handle’s water music.  Newspapers from the year dot.  Mrs Beaton’s cookbook, the 

first page, etc.  They read this book and then, I mean, how they did this I do not know but she took 

the class to London to the British Library.

AB: Amazing. 
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JK: And the curators who took the children around, could not believe the level of interest and 

engagement from this class because they knew what they wanted to see, they were asking to see 

the different things, that all came from a book.  So, this is a little school in a colliery village that 

would never get an interest in going to the British Library, a book did that.  And those children will

 never forget it.  And that’s taken them down paths and from that, they may become all sorts of 

things.  So, it’s exactly the same as what you’re saying.  Take them outside, get them to go to 

something but if a book can open that doorway to get them moving, why wouldn’t you take them 

through it? 

AB: And then hopefully, they’ll then go on when they have their own families and inspire future 

generations of the same way just as you know, you Jane were, with your teacher parents and you 

were Sam, with your teacher parents.  That’s what we want.  We want these children now to inspire 

their future generations too.

INT: That’s got to be your mission, hasn’t it?  That’s the reason why we’re writing these books. 

AB: Absolutely.  Yeah.  

INT: That’s what we’re doing.   

SJ: It’s developing a passion, isn’t it?  It’s getting them to be interested in something, so 

whether it’s just maybe finding their first conker.  Or going to the beach and finding a shell.  A 

wonderful shell.  I think it’s just about getting them interested in-- 

INT: It’s hooking them in. 

SJ: Hooking them in and then getting them to go home and share those ideas.  “Can we go to 

the beach at the weekend?”  “Can we go to the woods because I think I’d like to go conker picking.”

INT: Yeah.  

SJ: And I find my general rule is if you don’t love it, then the children won’t like it. 

INT: No, they won’t. 

AB: And enthusiastic. 

SJ: So, if you’re enthusiastic, like enthusiastic with that Books, Books, Books book, if that’s 

what’s motivated you, it’s so infectious when you’re motivated, and children pick that up.

AB:  Yeah,  and  I  think  it’s  the  same  with  teachers  actually,  if  I’m  outside  with  an 

enthusiastic teacher, the children are more enthusiastic.

  

  

 

INT: They’ll come with you.  

AB: I don’t know how it happens, I don’t know how it works.  But if I’m with a teacher who is 

getting involved, that class are more engaged. 

INT: There’s a spark, isn’t there? 

AB: And you can get a teacher who comes out and isn’t necessarily, got another 101 things to 

do, that has an impact on the class. 

INT: Yeah, it does. 
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AB: And I can feel it and I can see it.  Yeah. 

INT: And that’s why reading stories is so important to me.  There’s so much research now around 

the fact that sharing books, sorry, not just stories but actually sharing fiction and non-fiction books, 

but reading them aloud to children so that all children, whether they can read actively themselves or 

whether they’re struggling readers, get to hear and experience books.  Because it might be that they 

can’t do the mechanics of reading the words off the page, that doesn’t mean that book should be 

locked away from them.  It means that there’s even more reason to share it with them.  Because 

without that, how are they ever going to get that wonderful experience? 

AB: Hopefully through books.  Just like when you mentioned audio books as well, because audio 

books, you can often listen to them in the car or in any other space and they can be more 

challenging for the children but they can still grasp the meaning, even if they don’t understand every 

word.  

JK: No, you think about the vocabulary they pick up from hearing something and you hear them 

repeating the vocabulary and you think, “Where on earth did that word come from?”  Or that phrase 

come from?  And invariably, it’s uplifted from something that they’ve heard which invariably starts 

off in a book somewhere along the line, you know, it’s wonderful.  It’s absolutely magical.     

INT: Thank you guys, so in terms of motivating us and challenging you, my last thought for this 

little session is to all of you, what would your next read be?  What would be your best book ever be? 

And what would you love to read again?

JK: It’s really hard that isn’t it because actually, a best read, it depends on the day and the week 

and the month of what you’re doing.  At this second, the book that I have most engaged with is 

Philip Pullman’s Dark Materials, in the last sort of six months, I have loved every second of that book. 

That book, I’ve gone home after work and instead of putting the television on, just to vegetate, I 

have read page after page after page of that book.  It’s just completely captivated me to the extent 

that I am now reading the Book of Dust, I’ve got on my birthday list to read the next one that’s 

coming out.  For some reason, it’s just absolutely captivated me, and I think it’s because it’s so multi 

layered, there’s so much more to it than just a story but you could read it on so many levels.  And I 

just think it’s so, so clever, so that’s my best book of the moment.

 

  

SJ: And was that inspired by the TV series?

JK: I think it was in fairness, I think it was in part, it was partly that and it was partly the fact that 

I was reading something about the importance of having a canon of literature for children and the 

fact that so many children are reading gothic novels at their GCSEs and so many of these children are 

hating these books and GCSEs like the point where you never read those books again and it’s such a 

shame.  And we were trying to pull back to what could we be giving children at an earlier age to 

prepare them for that gothic novel and Philip Pullman with his clockwork was a real starting point. 

And then I was reading about his Ruby Stone ones and I kind of got locked into this Philip Pullman 

run so I started to watch the series and I thought, “I don’t want to watch the series before I’ve read 

the book.”  Because I don’t like to do that because then you’re locked with an image that you don’t 

necessarily want so I’ve actually stopped watching the series and I’ve read the book.  Now, I’ll watch 

the series quite happily.

 

AB: There’s a school in County Durham, a secondary school that have put his Dark Materials on 

their GCSE reading list.  
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JK: And I just think that’s great because it’s a really complex book.  Really complex.  In terms of 

the next read, I just found it today.  Because I set myself a challenge two years ago about reading 

every single one of Charles Dickens’ stories.  I really didn’t think I liked Charles Dickens.  I read them, 

it took me probably two and a half years to read them all and I absolutely was devastated the day I 

finished Edwin Drew because I thought, “What am I going to read now?”  Because they were just 

wonderful.  And I was reading a book by Ross MacKenzie who wrote The Nowhere Emporium and 

he’s written a book called Evonite which I’ve pre-ordered, it’s not published even yet but it captures 

Dickens London but from a sort of children’s point of view and it’s a children’s book in some ways 

but I just really fancy it.  It just captures that whole Victorian sort of Gothicky sort of world.  So, 

that’s the one I’m going to read next.

INT: Brilliant.  Adam.  

AB: Right.  

INT: Sorry, we’re all staring at you now, Adam, go for it.   

AB: Next book, there’s a few I’ve got on pre-order that I’m really excited about.  There’s a rapper 

and historian called Akala who’s the brother of a rapper called Miss Dynamite.  And he’s an 

absolutely inspirational fella who set up a company called the Hip Hop Shakespeare company 

putting hip hop into secondary schools, making Shakespeare cool.  There's various TED lectures that 

you can watch on YouTube about Akala talking about the links between hip hop and Shakespeare. 

He’s had a non-fiction book called Natives which is all about class and race and how we look at that. 

And that was a phenomenal book.  But he’s got a book, fiction coming out, called the Dark Lady and 

the Dark Lady is a Shakespearean character who features in Shakespeare’s sonnets and the Dark 

Lady is Shakespeare’s objective love.  He’s in love with the Dark Lady but that’s the only reference 

that he makes to her.  So, Akala has written a fictional young adult book about this Dark Lady set in 

Shakespearian London and I’m really excited about that.  So, I’m sure I’ll read other books in 

between but that’s my next book I’m excited about.

INT: That’s the one you’re actually really waiting for to come out, isn’t it? 

AB: Yeah, absolutely.  My best book, as you say, it changes hourly, I’ve got no idea.  At this 

present moment, perhaps The Book of Lost Things by John Connolly, which is a little bit like the film, 

Pan’s Labyrinth where it’s like a fairy tale, back drop story mixed with a sort of harrowing reality. 

And this harrowing reality is a child whose father takes him away and he moves into a house far 

away and he lives with his stepmother and he loses himself in fairy tales and it’s a very, very moving 

book.  But a book for adults rather than for children.

 

  

SJ: Oh, my next book, I’m going to go non-fiction.  Yeah.  Twitter, just the other day flicking 

through Twitter and as you can imagine, I follow Ray Mears.  And he’s got a new outdoor cookbook 

coming out.   

INT: Wow. 

SJ: Called, The World and his Chef.  And it didn’t have a date on it, but I think it’s possibly early 

spring.  I’m going to be ordering that, I do enjoy cooking outdoors.  I do cook with children outdoors 

but for me, in the back garden, in the summer, cooking.  

INT: There’s nothing better, is there? 

SJ: I love it.  BBQs, pizzas.  
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AB: Are there any other outdoor books due for release in the spring? 

SJ: Oh, they might be actually.  About 7th April, I think. 

INT: I’ve heard of this really good collaboration.  

AB: Outdoor Learning.  

SJ: That’s the one.  

AB: Oh, yeah, that sounded very good.  That could be everybody’s next book.    

INT: I think so, definitely.  That’s the definitely the way forward.  

SJ: 100 ideas, outdoor learning, published by Bloom in Spring.  It’s written by Adam Bushall and 

it’s scouted.   

INT: Fantastic.  

SJ: It’s a fabulous book.   

INT: Thank you so much guys, I’m not sure where we can have 20 minute conversation and move 

from conkers to Charles Dickins to hip hop to hamsters and panda poo, all in that very, very short 

time.  

JK: That’s the power of books.    

INT: That is the power of books.  Thank you so much guys, that was wonderful.  Thank you. 

Brilliant.

 

   

AB: Thank you very much.    

 

Audio ends: [00:23:35] 
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