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Context 

I am a Year 5 teacher in my fourth year of teaching at Canary Wharf College in London. Last 

year I was given responsibility for writing within the school and I am also part of the Literacy 

Co-ordinator Team. Although my specialism lies within writing for pleasure, it soon became 

clear that this was impossible to develop this without first cultivating children’s engagement 

in reading for pleasure. Creating a reading for pleasure culture is an essential part of my role.  

Research inspiration and rationale 

Being literate relates to one’s ability to read, write, listen and speak. Our ability and 

engagement with reading and writing improves when we have opportunities to practice 

these in real communication activities that are authentic and purposeful.  

Having read the Teachers as Readers research (Cremin et al., 2014), I was intrigued about 

how I could establish a wider, perhaps even global, reading community, which encouraged 

reading for pleasure and talk about reading in a social environment. I wanted to set up a 

long-term pen pal project to promote reading for pleasure. I wanted the children to 

understand that reading could be a fun, shared, social experience.  

Aims 

1. To raise the profile of reading for pleasure within – and beyond - the classroom  

2. To create a buzz around reading for pleasure (and purpose) 

3. To connect with another reader from around the world and create opportunities for 

personal growth for the pen pal participants 

 



Outline 

I had the idea of starting a long-term 

project that would consistently 

engage the children in both reading 

and writing for pleasure across the 

school year.  

We had recently been reading 

‘Wonder’ by R.J.Palacio and so I 

wanted to connect with a middle 

school in America so that they could 

read and learn all about life of 10 year 

olds in a different country.  

We managed to set up a pen pal 

project with a school in Fredonia - a 

village in Ozaukee County, Wisconsin, 

USA (pictured right, receiving our initial 

pen pal letters).  

 Using special cards, paper, envelopes and stickers enabled the children to work on 

their initial letters in an authentic and genuine way. They honed their letter writing and 

handwriting skills as they crafted their introductory letters to their new pen pals.  

 We also collected non-fiction texts and materials which we thought might be of 

interest (literature about London, tube maps, newspaper clippings etc.) 

 We encouraged the children to decorate their envelopes (pictures and words) so that 

their new pen pals could read the envelopes and choose one with which they felt a 

connection. 

 We collected all of the envelopes and sent them off to our new partner school. 

 After sending the letters off in a parcel the class had to be patient for the American 

children to respond and for the letters to reach us by ‘snail mail’. For a generation so 

used to instantaneous communication, this was also a lesson in patience.  

 They sent photos and videos of their classes opening and replying to our mail, which 

helped build the excitement for the arrival of our letters. 

 In the mean time, we read non-fiction texts to find out more about Fredonia and 

Wisconsin so that we could think of questions to ask and – more generally – to 

compare their lives to ours. 

 When the letters finally arrived, we made time and space to read these and talk 

about what we had read or found out from our new pen pals. 

 There was an incredible buzz around receiving the parcel and the reaction from the 

children when they received their envelopes from their new pen pals was electric. 

 The children quickly became engrossed in finding out all about their new pen pals by 

reading their letters and looking at the photos, maps and school brochures included. 

 The children then scoured encyclopaedias and online resources to find out more 

about Fredonia and how different it was to London. They were choosing to read non-

fiction in their own time to find out more about the weather, sports, food and national 

identities of their new pen pals. 

 We then allowed some time for the children to write letters in response – and so the 

pen pal cycle continued.  



Impact 

 So far we have exchanged and read over 200 

letters.  

 Many children talk about reading material and 

make recommendations to each other. Some 

even sent copies of the books or magazines in the 

post. 

 The project will continue until the end of the year 

(and possibly beyond into Year 6!) 

 Children are visibly excited and engaged by 

reading and writing. 

 Children have sought further information from non-

fiction texts and online sources to discover more 

about their pen pals. 

 Children have made some real friendships, as well 

as practising authentic questioning, reading, 

writing and research skills in a meaningful and 

purposeful way. 

 They learned about the day-to-day activities and lives of someone from another 

country who is the same age but living a very different life. In getting to know one 

another through reading letters, they are able to not only recognise all of their 

similarities with their pen pal, but also to learn to appreciate their cultural differences. 

 Positive feedback received from parents who commented that children were talking 

about the pen pal project at home, thanking us for setting it up for them. 

 The project was so successful that our current Year 6 class has also started a pen pal 

project with a school in Australia. 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research has had on practice  

Our pen pal project was one of the most 

rewarding and worthwhile reading and 

writing activities I've ever led. It helped our 

students learn about the world and their 

place in it, and develop lasting connections 

and friendships across the globe. 

Reading for an authentic purpose led 

children to be intrinsically motivation to read 

around the topics and subjects that were 

discussed in each letter. They were actively 

seeking further reading material to enhance 

their knowledge about Fredonia. 

The pen pal project also brought the whole 

class reading community closer as we 

shared in this unique experience together. 

Discussing what we had read, talking about 

responses and questions, researching 

together using non-fiction texts and online 

sources, and sharing excitement in opening 

and reading our letters was a very special, 

and memorable, experience.  

For more information visit www.literacywithmissp.com or follow @sadiephillips on Twitter. 

http://www.literacywithmissp.com/

