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Context 

Dunmow St. Marys is a two form entry primary school in a semi-
rural location. I am KS1 lead and hugely passionate about 
world of reading! This year we have set progress in reading 
and specifically reading for pleasure as whole school targets. 
We are working to raise attainment and progress in reading 
and to develop the will for reading alongside the skill. We 

work closely with the families of children in our school and 
wanted to work together to further embed the ethos of reading 

for pleasure. The project we have undertaken has meant that we can use the 
expertise of parents and teachers together to give our children firm foundations in 
enjoying and achieving in reading. 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

I have been lucky enough to be able to attend two OU/UKLA RfP teachers’ reading 
groups and have also attended an OU/UKLA RfP conference in Cambridge. If you 
ever get the chance to attend a conference like this please do go!  

Working with the youngest children in school I have always been acutely aware of 
the impact and influence of parents and families on a child’s reading preferences. 
Children look up to and need guidance and support from the grown-ups around 
them. 

I began by looking at building and developing a reading community within our 
school that encouraged interactivity. (Research strand 5: Reading communities that 
are reciprocal and interactive of the Teachers as Readers (TaRS research).  I wanted 
parents to feel they had ownership of the environment and was keen to 
demonstrate that this would not be a ‘teacher-led’ event. 

There needs to be a careful balance between encouragement and making the 
choices for the child. Children’s own choice is a very powerful tool. To enable 
parents and teachers to be able to provide children with enough of a range of choice 
is a huge ask and that is where this project began to take shape. 

The more I work with children and think about the term “reading for pleasure” and 
what that actually means the more I am drawn towards the research strand based 



 

 
 

around the children’s own choices; themselves as readers (see below). 

A reading for pleasure pedagogy which includes: 
• Social reading environments 

• Reading aloud 
• Independent reading 
• Informal book talk, inside-text talk and recommendations. 

 
The ‘Book at Bedtime’ event would be based around the pedagogical ideas outlined 
above. In particular, I wanted to explore with families social reading environments 
and how these informal settings could inform book-talk and recommendations. 

Aims  

The aims I set for the project, therefore, stemmed from the two research strands 
discussed above. Initially the ‘Book at Bedtime’ concept sprang from the responses I 
gained following a children’s perceptions questionnaire. I began by questioning 
children about their reading habits and whether they felt that they themselves were 
‘readers’. It became clear that nearly two thirds of the children questioned (from 
Reception – Year 2) were not read to by a grown-up at all at home. Children talked 
positively about being read to at school and were excited to talk about the books 
they had been reading. 

I wanted to keep the aims firmly rooted in the strand of research around families, 
reading communities and environments and settled upon the following: 

• To give parents and children the confidence to read whatever they like. 
• To encourage families to talk about reading. 
• To make a story at bedtime part of everyday life. 
• To create a fun, inviting and informal reading environment in school which 

could then be recreated at home. 



 

 
 

Outline 

Following many discussions with children and teachers and upon returning, 
inspired, from an OU RfP conference, the idea of ‘A Book at Bedtime’ began. I had 
been working with children from Reception – Year 2 and was repeatedly hearing 
that bedtime stories seemed to be diminishing. Children were instead using tablets 
or watching TV before going to bed. I worked closely with parents (especially 
parents in harder to reach families) and encouraged them to contribute their ideas 
too.  

There would be an initial launch evening called ‘A Book at Bedtime’. This would 
then be followed up with the bedtime story initiative. Children questioned were 
keen to have an incentive to work towards as the number of bedtime stories they 
received increased. Indeed, for a bedtime story to become embedded in a family’s 
daily routine teachers and parents were in agreement that if children pressured 
their parents to read to them it would be more likely to happen. For this reason, we 
decided to award small prizes the 
children could collect as their reads 
increased. 

The idea of the launch event was to 
build an atmosphere of excitement 
and to encourage families to begin 
thinking about the bedtime story as 
an important part of their day. We 
wanted it to be as informal as 
possible whilst still being clear 
about the intended outcome and the 
importance of building a reading 
community within school and at 
home.  

The event took place after school. The children and their families went home at the 
end of the school day and returned when it was just getting dark, wearing their 

pyjamas (teachers attending the event 
also got cosy in their pyjamas!) The 
two school halls were transformed. 
One into a cosy reading space with 
cushions, beanbags and blankets. 
There was an open fire recording 
projected onto the screen, a puppet 
theatre and a story telling chair. In the 
second hall there were drinks and 
biscuits and the Norfolk Children’s 
Bookshop had sent a pop-up 
bookshop for people to browse and 

buy books to take home. 

 



 

 
 

The evening was timetabled so parents could choose when they would like to hear 
stories and when they may prefer to talk to teachers or browse the bookshop. The 
timetable was comprised of story-telling – teachers’ reading stories – and singing – 
children singing nursery rhymes to piano accompaniment.  

Impact 

The event was very popular and feedback from children and parents was incredibly 
positive (I have included an email from a parent who attended the event below). 

Dear Mrs Birchall 
  
I felt compelled to write to you this evening after attending the storytelling event that you kindly 
organised and led on. 
  
Firstly I want to thank you for all the effort you and your team went to, to create a lovely, welcoming 
and cosy atmosphere for reading. We thought it was imaginative and a great way to engage new or 
reluctant readers. 
  
We would very much like to be involved in the next one, if of course you need more adults. 
  
Thanks again for all your effort, it takes so much time to orchestrate an event like today and you 
deserve a big glass of congratulatory wine! 
  
The evening demonstrated to me how important it is to value every child’s (and 
adult’s) reading choice. Children there were reading magazines, older children 
were reading infant picture books and adults were sitting laughing together at a 
story a teacher was reading to a group of families. The more we listen, the more we 
value children’s talk about the things they notice and show interest in, the more we 
work with the whole family, the more sense the reading will make.  

We are still in the relatively early days of tracking the impact of the Book at 
Bedtime event. Teachers are recording the number of bedtime stories the children 
in their class receive. Initially, the results are looking incredibly positive. Using my 
class as a benchmark, I can see the number of children receiving a bedtime story 
every night has risen from 12/27 to 23/27. Teachers across the rest of Reception 
and Key Stage 1 report similar results.  

We aim to continue counting the children’s reads and awarding small incentives 
until the end of the Spring Term. After that time I will ask families across a broad 
demographic to fill in a questionnaire outlining the impact of the initiative. I plan to 
base the questions around the NLT (2017) Venn diagram shown below. As the 
project progresses I will be interested in beginning to track changes in reading 
behaviour and responses to the children’s’ reading perceptions questionnaire 
completed at the very beginning of the project. 



 

 
 

 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 

The focus of this particular aspect of Reading for Pleasure research from TaRs has 
been on building and developing a 
relaxed and informal reading 
community. The launch evening was 
extremely successful. The families who 
attended were very positive about the 
evening and about the initiative in 
general. 

Through the teachers monitoring of the 
children’s bedtime reads I have been 
able to track how many children are 
engaging with the challenge. So far, we 
have seen a huge rise in the number of 
families reading together regularly.  

I am interested in building further 
evidence looking at specifically the 
development of book-talk and 
recommendations between children 
and families.  

Since the event, parents have been 
enthusiastic to talk to their children’s teachers about book recommendations and I 
have noticed how much more open and honest these conversations have been. 

In summary, the event seems to have fostered and/ or deepened links between 
home and school and has started to build in families’ heads the idea of reading 
being a communal time to be enjoyed together.  

I have included the invitation sent out to parents below. 

 



 

 
 

 

  

 

 
 


