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Wizards 

of 

Words

Hi, Welcome to this workshop entitled Educational Well-being – Helping Children to Read. The 
Wizards of Words Programme, a Barnardos reading programme which uses older volunteers to 
read with children.

My name is Jim Corbett. I am a member of Barnardos Service Design Team and I will be co-
presenting this workshop along with Maura McMahon, WoW Project Leader and Paddy O’Reilly 
a WoW Volunteer.

It is important to deal with some basic housekeeping duties before moving on to personal 
introductions and the business of this presentation. 

•Fire Exits

•Please ensure all mobile phones are turned off

•Duration 1.5 hours, 2.00pm - 3.30pm

•There will be a comfort break at about 2.50pm

•You should all have an outline plan for the session which will include some verbal 
presentations, video presentations and a questions and answers session at the end.

•Now for some more detailed introductions. I’m Jim Corbett and I have worked in the Social 
Work/Social Care field for over 30 years. Much of it with children and families, but also in 
Probation, and Social Work in Hospital and Disability services. I also teach Social Work Skills 
on the Masters in Social Work course in Trinity College. I have worked for Barnardos for just 
over a year in the Service Design Team.

•This is Maura……

•This is Paddy…..

I’m not going to get you all to introduce yourselves, but I’d like to just to take a straw poll of what 
professional backgrounds you all come from. I suggest the following areas; Education, Social 
Work/Social Care, Health and Other, so just as a show of hands……….
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Learning Objectives

WoW involves:

• Well-being & reading

• Volunteers Aged 55+ 

• Middle group of learners 

• Guided reading & Key areas

• Process & rigorous evaluation

So what are you going to learn in this workshop?

By the end of this workshop participants will know that WoW:

1. Aims to increase emotional well being and improve reading ability.

2. Uses volunteers aged 55+ and promotes intergenerational learning. 

3. Targets children who are in the middle group of learners.

4. Uses guided reading which involves pre-reading, reading & follow up 

activities.

5. Focuses on key areas of reading: phonics, vocabulary, 

comprehension & fluency.

6. Expects volunteer’s to commit to a full academic year. 

7. Is subject to process evaluation and subject to a subsequent 

rigorous evaluation.
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Wizards of Words

Opening the Door 

to the 

World of Reading

Video - Part 1

This DVD you are about to see was designed to be used for general 

information for potential schools and other promotional purposes. At the 

time of recording 4 schools in Dublin were involved with plans to 

expand to 3 schools in Limerick.

The video will include interviews with the Project Leader, a School 

Principal and a volunteer talking about the programme with scenes of a 

volunteer engaged in guided reading activities with a child. For the 

purposes of this workshop we will be showing the video in 3 segments.

This is 2.5 minute section with Maura doing the introduction, talking 

about the programme goals and about intergenerational learning. The 

Principal talks about how they got involved and the importance of 

working with community expertise. You will also see scenes of a 

volunteer working with a child.
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Theory into practice: 

“Emotional well being”

• Education & Emotional Well 
Being

• Experience Corps

• WoW

• Diversity and social 
cohesiveness

EDUCATIONAL & EMOTIONAL WELL BEING

In my experience as a social worker and emotional well being and educational well being……..

Barnardos service design journey gathered a picture of the needs of children in order to think about what 
services to provide.

The picture showed some emerging needs: 

• 43% of carers were overburdened

• 16% children were experiencing problems with education

Also some interesting connections, such as there is a direct correlation between having poor peer 
relationships and being unhappy

Further analysis using chains-of-effects considered the cause and effect element of needs, gave us an 
idea of how best to intervene in order to break the cycle. Early School Leaving was a feature in the 
children's lives

Mark out the chains-of-effects spatially! ESL▼ - Unemployed▼ - Money problems▼ - parent 
overburdened ▼ - child underachieving ▼ - education problems ▼
It is difficult to work out what comes first (i.e. the cause) and what was the end result (i.e. the effect) - but 
children experiencing problems with their education was significant.

We then considered where we could intervene on this chain to try to break the cycle and prevent 
educational problems from occurring. One-to-one tutoring and parent support package were some of the 
areas identified to prevent children from having long-term problems with their education.

EXPERIENCE CORPS

We then began a journey to find a one to one tutoring programme that works. After some research we 
discovered a programme in America called Experience Corps which used older volunteers to work read 
with school aged children. “Experience Corps is a volunteer service program designed to improve the lives 
of urban children and to yield health improvement for older persons.” Apart from the health benefits for 
older people, which is added value, it was seen to work in terms “better academic performance in children 
and improved classroom behaviour”, so it fitted very well with Barnardos CS strategy Outcomes of 
increased emotional well-being & improved capacity for learning and development. A decision was reached 
that we would adopt Experience Corps as our one to one tutoring model.

WIZARDS OF WORDS

The expectation was that we could just transplant this programme in tact into an Irish context, but there 
wasn’t a cultural or academic fit. The name ‘Experience Corps’ had no resonance with our cultural context 
and there wasn’t a match with the suggested reading schemes and the Irish curriculum.  

So we had to go back to the drawing board and think of a name and identify a reading programme that fit 
the curriculum. We decided to call the programme Wizards of Words and began designing what was 
ostensibly a brand new programme in Nov 2006. It was still around the central idea that it is a paired 
reading programme that uses older volunteers to read with children aged 6-8. During 2007-8 we piloted the 
programme in 3 schools and provided the service to 37 children.



DIVERSITY AND SOCIAL COHESIVENESS

Finally I just want to say something about WoW, Diversity and Social Cohesiveness. I have been absolutely 
privileged and honoured to be a part of this programme because of what the older volunteers bring to the table. Older 
people are different, and a generation apart from the children they are helping, but also they are a much maligned 
group in today's youth obsessed culture. I believe their involvement places diversity right into the heart of the 
interaction with the child. In terms of social cohesiveness, the involvement of the older volunteers with the children 
brings back something we have lost. This sort of intergenerational learning is good for us all.
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Theory into practice: 

“Intergenerational learning”

• Personal satisfaction

• Giving children choices

• Social contact & diversity

• Helping children 

• Barnardos ethos
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Wizards of Words

Opening the Door 

to the 

World of Reading

Video - Part 2

Now we will just have a look at the second part of the video

What you will see here is the School Principal talking about the 

importance of that special relationship between the child and the 

volunteer, you will see a volunteer commenting on her role and being 

engaged in guided reading activity with a child, showing examples of 

reading and follow up activities. You will also see Maura talking about 

anecdotal indicators of programme success. 

Following this Maura will give you some more detail about the 

implementation of the programme and the process of building learning 

capacity.
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Goal 2:  Improved reading achievement

"Not teaching them to read, 

but helping them to learn to read"

7
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What do we know about reading?

• Globally, UNICEF tells us…

• Nationally, DES tell us…

• Barnardos Needs’ Analysis 

• Barnardos Mission 

8
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Other factors related to reading 

• Parental attitudes and practices

• Access and exposure to books

• Gender

• Class size 

• Repertoire of instructional strategies

• Budgets

9
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Guided Reading

• Prereading

• Reading

• Follow up activities

10
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Balanced Literacy

• Phonological awareness

• Vocabulary building

• Reading comprehension

• Reading fluency

11
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ORT Instructional Supports
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Reading Comprehension
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Vocabulary Building

• New words

• Sight words

• “Word attack” (words within words)

17
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Reading Fluency

• Reading with expression and understanding  

• Rate, intonation and pausing 
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Collaboratively Meeting Benchmarks

• Parents, Teachers, Principals, Volunteers

• Lesson by lesson 

• Term by term 

• School by school

• Steering and Best Practices Committees

23
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Concrete Benchmarks

• Pre/post evaluations 

• Number of books

• Levels of books

• Moving between levels

• Student exemplars 

• Anecdotal notes

• Teacher feedback

• Process evaluation  - 2009

24
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What Does It Look Like In WoW?

Pre:

• Lacks confidence

• Limited strategies for decoding words

• Deprivation of aspiration

• (Early school leavers)

• (Classroom behaviours)

25
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What Does It Look Like in WoW?

Post:

• Improved confidence and self efficacy

• Increased reading exposure 

• Increased reading ability 

• Improved school attendance

• Improved classroom behaviour

26
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"Not teaching them to read, 

but helping them to learn to read"

• Individualized instruction

• Reciprocal teaching

• Explicit instruction:
– Modelling

– Metacognition

• Support/scaffolding

• Active authentic teaching and learning (they 
do the work)

27
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The Wizards of Words 

are………

• Passionate

• Proud

• Positive

We've given you a quick potted history of the Wizards of Words and a 

quick summary of what we actually do. 

Whilst preparing for this we asked Paddy what he thinks what older 

people bring to this reading programme? This how he described the 

Wizards.

Just before we take a break we just want to leave you with these three 

adjectives Passionate, Proud & Positive

We are just having a 10 minute break for you to stretch your legs for a 

minute, or you can browse through some of the resource material we 

use in the WoW programme. You will also have an opportunity to note 

any question you might like to have addressed during the Questions & 

Answers time.

When we come back we will see the final segment of the video and 

then have the Questions & Answers session.
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Break & Browse?

WoW Market Stall

& Free Parking for 

Questions

29
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Wizards of Words

Opening the Door 

to the 

World of Reading

Video - Part 3

In this final section of the video you will see the School Principal talking 

about the end of year celebration and Maura will talking about the 

importance of early and individualized interventions.
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Questions 

& 

Answers

This brings to an end our prepared material. You may now have some questions you 

may want to ask, which you may have tabled already which we will address in 

turn, but in essence this is your opportunity to contribute. 

I will be playing the role of John Bowman and facilitating this section and my 

distinguished will be on hand to answer all your questions.

Possible Questions

• Space?

• How much can you expect of a volunteer?

• How do we know its working?

• Record Keeping?

• Multi cultural factors?

• Confidentiality?

• Child Protection?

• How do you recruit volunteers?

• How do you Vet Screen volunteers?

• What training do the volunteers receive?

• How do you match the volunteers with the children?

• What do you do if there is a mismatch or conflict between a volunteer and a child?

• How involved are the parents in the programme?

• How do you know you are achieving your goals?

• How do you measure an improvement in well being?
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Reprise of Workshop 

Learning Objectives

WoW involves:

• Well-being & reading

• Volunteers Aged 55+ 

• Middle group of learners 

• Guided reading & Key areas

• Process & rigorous evaluation

So what have you learned in this workshop?

You will now know that WoW:

1. Aims to increase emotional well being and improve reading ability.

2. Uses volunteers aged 55+ and promotes intergenerational learning. 

3. Targets children who are in the middle group of learners.

4. Uses guided reading which involves pre-reading, reading & follow up 

activities.

5. Focuses on key areas of reading: phonics, vocabulary, 

comprehension & fluency.

6. Expects volunteer’s to commit to a full academic year. 

7. Is subject to process evaluation and subject to a subsequent 

rigorous evaluation.
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Wizards 

of 

Words

Thank you all for your attention, and we hope you all learned something 

from today's workshop.

If you would like further information come and talk to any of us 

afterwards.

Thank you


