
 

 
 

 

 

Refurbishing and Re-energising a 
Reading Environment 

Beth Woodhead and Kate Voss  

 

 
 

 
 

Context 

The School of Education at the University of Hertfordshire is a leading regional 
provider of Initial Teacher Education (ITE), delivering BEd and PGCE 
programmes in Primary Education with over three hundred trainee student 
teachers.  

The Learning Resources Centre on the de Havilland campus, where the School 
of Education is situated, has a wide range of resources, including a ‘Teaching 
Experience Collection’ which consists of children's fiction and non-fiction books; 
everything from board boards and big books, to young adult and graphic novels. 
It was created to help provide parity of experience to Education students whilst 
out on placement, as schools can differ in their library provision, and to support 
their academic work involving children's literature.  

This case study outlines the changes made to the Teaching Experience 
Collection to re-energise the space in response to the OU research in order to 
help students develop and share a love of children’s literature.  

https://www.herts.ac.uk/


 

 
 

 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

The two key aspects that this project addressed from the Open University’s 
Teachers as Readers research are:  

Considerable knowledge of children’s literature and other texts 

Student teachers need to have a good subject knowledge of children’s books and 
be a reading role model. Cremin et al (2009, 2014) suggest that teachers don’t 
have a diverse enough subject knowledge of children’s books to foster children’s 
reading development and promote reading for pleasure.  

Through informal questionnaires and conversations with students on the Primary 
BEd and PGCE programmes there were concerns that students didn’t have 
knowledge of current children’s literature and authors. The Teaching Experience 
Collection was an extremely well stocked collection of children’s books, but the 
students rarely seemed to be browsing, selecting or reading the books.  Students 
seemed unaware of the collection and found accessing books difficult (picture 
books were stored spine outwards like academic books).   

We felt that if students were to develop their subject knowledge, they needed to 
have an inspiring space in which they could engage with the books in a 
pleasurable environment. This would also facilitate the students to take more 
ownership of their subject knowledge of children’s literature.   

Reading communities that are reciprocal and interactive 

Through involving the students in the planning and development of the reading 
environment we could begin to gather a collection of students who would want to 
discuss not only the design of the area, but also share the books they had read in 
an informal and relaxed environment.  

It was important to develop a social space that would encourage students in 
selecting children’s books with seating to allow sharing and discussion about 
reading, which the area hadn’t encouraged before. Once the area had been 
regenerated the use of it would be integrated in the English modules taught to the 
students through visits and tasks, all helping to inspire their love of reading and to 
share this with their peers to support the building of a community of readers. 

Aims  

 To develop students’ subject knowledge of children’s literature. 

 To showcase the wealth and range of children’s literature in the Teaching 
Experience Collection. 

 To promote students’ love of books and develop them as reading 
teachers: teachers who read and readers who teach. 

 To develop a social environment that would not only promote the reading 
of books but informal book talk and communities of readers. 
 



 

 
 

Outline 

In the Spring of 2017, a group of BEd students approached Kate Voss suggesting 
that they would like the Teaching Experience Collection to be improved.  After 
discussions with Beth Woodhead, the Information Manager (Librarian) a working 
group between Kate, Beth and the students was set up and the changes 
necessary to achieve the aims of the project were discussed and finalised.  

The students’ views aligned well with what staff hoped to achieve through the 
renovation.  We found that the different perspectives from the working group 
really helped the project, with each member having a unique view and input, 
formed by their own experience and expertise. Working together enabled all the 
ideas to be brought into the planning of the redevelopment. 

 

Some photos of the space before the work: 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Lower shelving was installed with much more display space to make the book 
stock less intimidating and easier to browse, it has also made the area more 
accessible and brighter.  Book boxes and display units were purchased to make 
the area more attractive and to make book selection easier.  Importantly 
comfortable, circular, seating was installed.  It was specifically chosen to allow for 
quiet reading and for sharing books with each other.  It was also modular, 
meaning that if, in the future, children came for visits to the collection, the area 
could be reconfigured to allow space for storytelling.  The students chose bright 
red fabric, as the carpet was blue, and the walls were yellow, so they wanted to 
keep the theme of primary colours. 

 

 

 

Three large noticeboards were installed, the idea being that students will help to 
maintain these boards, thereby sharing knowledge and inspiration with each 
other in such areas as new authors, new books, award winners.  Two tables were 
purchased to allow picture books to be looked at more easily, but the tables were 
without computer connectivity (one of the only areas in the LRC without 
connectivity), enabling the focus to be on reading and sharing. The area was 
made more attractive by including plants, a rug and decorative items.  Elements 
of a primary school library were reflected to make the space attractive, and also 
to provide inspiration for trainee teachers to take into practice.  Electronic reading 
lists were also created in Talis to help students navigate the collection, and to 
discover the theory regarding the importance of teachers being not just familiar 
with children’s literature but impassioned advocates. 

 



 

 
 

Some more photos of the space after the work: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

Impact 
 

The collection has been actively used by Education students as part of 
their course (lesson planning, planning a school library, studies in 
children’s literature, literacy). The project has provided an opportunity to 
improve student knowledge of children’s literature and children’s libraries, 
both for their current academic studies and to support them in their future 
career.  

Having the redeveloped space has assisted academic staff in their 
teaching and developing literature-based activities, as well as supporting 
students in their assignments. Previously there was excellent book stock, 
but other aspects in modelling the importance of environment and social 
aspect were missing.  

There has been excellent feedback from both staff and students as visits 
to the Teaching Experience Collection have been embedded into both BEd 
and PGCE programmes of study.  One member of academic staff told us: 
“It was fantastic to take students there and they really appreciated it. The 
students’ task was to browse and to find a book that they would like to take 
back to the teaching room to share and discuss and read for themselves. 
Initially the students were hesitant about moving around the shelves and 
as they began selecting books, I asked them why they had chosen the 
book they had and many of them selected what they were familiar with, so 



 

 
 

I challenged to find something new. This opened the discussion about 
what had attracted them to this book and in turn to relate this to how they 
thought children might select books (e.g. the benefits of the open shelving 
compared to spine-only presentation).” 

This project has also led to improved usage of under-used area and has 
enlivened the space especially due to School of Education staff being 
confident to promote it.  Comparing the period September to February in 
2017/18 to the same period in 2018/19 (after the work was completed), we 
can see that book issues have gone up by 87%. Students have been 
encouraged to recommend books that they would like to see in the 
collection, and we have purchased 20 books to date on student 
recommendation.  We take this to be a very positive sign of student 
engagement with the collection and actively encourage it. The 
transformation of this space has created an area unlike any other in either 
LRC and gives all students, and all staff, a different place to be, and the 
opportunity to access brilliant books for work, study and pleasure. 

 
 

Working in partnership with the students on this project that they initiated 
has provided an excellent opportunity to engage students in the 
development of LRC, which can be difficult. It is also an opportunity to 
have ongoing engagement with students in collaborative work; in future 
years, students will be involved in displays and development of the space. 
It is an excellent example of student ownership of a learning space, 
demonstrating their importance as vital stakeholders in the future of the 
University.    



 

 
 

 

 

 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on 
practice 
 

Reflecting on the students’ subject knowledge of children’s literature 
shows that there has been considerably more engagement with the books 
in The Teaching Experience Collection. There has been a definite buzz 
about books, with student recommendations and more book blether. The 
hope is to develop the social aspect of this space further with possible 
reading groups organised by staff and students. We also plan for the 
students to take greater ownership of the area, being involved in the 
displays and possible design changes. 

The space has also been used for an OU/UKLA Teachers’ Reading 
Group, which allowed local teachers to browse books and discuss reading 
environments. It is hoped that it could also be used as a space for 
community engagement, possibly as a place to arrange school visits, 
promoting reading for pleasure but also their understanding of a university. 
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