
 

 
 

 

Reading through Lockdown                                          Celine Mitchell 

Context 
 
I am a Year 4 teacher at Surrey Square Primary School in London. The school I 
teach at is a mixed primary school located in the borough of Southwark, 
serving the Aylesbury Estate, one of the largest estates in the country. My 
first year of teaching has come with many ups and downs, but one challenge I 
had not been expecting to face was the closure of schools across the UK in 
March, due to Covid-19. For the last few months, our class has moved ‘online’ – with daily class 
assignments uploaded onto various online platforms and weekly Zoom video calls with the class. 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

At the start of the year, one of my priorities was to create an inspiring reading environment 
encouraging the children in my class in becoming more engaged readers. While reading attainment 
in our school is slightly above the national average, I noticed that there was a disparity when it came 
to non-pupil premium students outperforming pupil premium students. In addition to this, the girls 
in our school were outperforming the boys. This was no exception in my class, with many of the 
boys underperforming when it came to reading. Narrowing this gap is important; there is 
considerable evidence that Reading for Pleasure is associated with higher reading attainment, as 
well as wider academic attainment across the curriculum (Cremin et al., 2014; Anderson et al., 1198; 
PIRLS, 2006; OECD, 2002, 2010). Furthermore, as well as supporting a child’s personal, social, moral 
and cultural education, evidence highlights its impact on diminishing the effects of socio-economic 
status and supporting social mobility (Clark and Tervanein, 2017). 

When I took over the classroom in September, 
there was a large book corner in the room, with 
a substantial number of books. While over 90 
per cent of the children in my class are from 
non-white British background, I found that very 
few Black, Asian, Minority Ethnic (BAME) 
characters were represented in these books and 
there were few books by BAME authors. I also 
found that the school curriculum allowed for 
little time to read for pleasure. Throughout the 
year, I have focused on ‘reclaiming’ this reading 
time and encouraging my pupils to become 
more engaged readers. I wanted to establish 

more frequent and sustained independent reading sessions which were interactive and social.  As a 
class, we made time for talk and for fun and exciting reading-related activities, often involving 
parental support. My research was very much inspired by Cremin’s idea that both parents and 
teachers can act as role models for children when it comes to reading, hugely impacting their 
relationship with Reading for Pleasure (Cremin et al., 2008).   



 

 
 

When it became clear that our school would be closing down due to Covid-19, my focus shifted to 
thinking about ways in which I could continue to inspire readers through a virtual classroom. 

 

Aims  
 

• To act as a reading role model for children: teachers have the ability to act as role models 
for children, sharing their reading preferences and leading children towards new genres and 
authors – ultimately widening their horizons (Cremin et al., 2008). Reflecting on our new 
‘virtual’ classroom space, I realised that it would still be just as important for me to continue 
modelling positive reading behaviours online, sharing my own reading material and 
excitement for reading with the children and their families.  
 

• Understanding children’s reading habits and preferences: while many teachers know their 
children’s reading scores, many know very little about their reading preferences outside 
school – their favourite genres, authors and text types. Thus, teachers are often not in a 
position to recommend texts to engage children in Reading for Pleasure.  Teachers must be 
aware that ‘no two readers are the same,’ and that in order to motivate young readers, it is 
vital to recommend texts which will engage and interest them (Hodges, 2010).  

• Engaging children with fun reading activities online: Literacy-targeted rewards in school, 
such as book review competitions, book journals, and book vouchers have been found to be 
particularly effective in developing reading motivation (Clark and Rumbold, 2006). Using 
online platforms such as Google Classroom, Kahoot, Class Dojo and Google Forms, I wanted 
to find new ways to engage children through our virtual classroom and nurture both their 
curiosity and excitement for reading.  

Outline 

When our school closed at the end of the March, one of my priorities was to continue to inspire 
readers and promote a culture of Reading for Pleasure through our virtual classroom. At the start of 
the year I asked children to complete surveys.  The majority of the class said that they would read 
more for pleasure if there were more books that interested them. They chose sports, travel, history 
and politics as book themes they wanted to explore more. This data, as well as conversations with 
the children, was an important starting point for my research and would prove to be really helpful 
when it came to teaching online. Through our ‘virtual classroom,’ I wanted to expose my pupils to a 
wide range of texts – especially texts in which they could see themselves represented, with 
characters and authors that they could relate to. This was explored through our class read, book 
review competitions, book giveaways and book knowledge quizzes. Reflecting on Cremin’s 
discussions of teachers acting as reading role models, I also decided to actively engage in sharing my 
own book interests with my pupils.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 

Another way I focused on creating a culture of Reading for 
Pleasure during the school’s closure was through 
communication with parents – for instance by modelling how 
parents could positively engage with their children’s reading at 
home. As many families had limited access to books at home, I 
tried to provide each child in the class with a number of books 
from our book corner to take home before lockdown. Our 
weekly online class reads quickly became an important way to 
introduce children to a wide range of reading material. I also 
wanted the children to explore other, less traditional ways, they 
could read for pleasure – for instance by listening to free e-
books, reading short biographies of local community heroes, and 
reading translated poems from other languages.  

Over the last few months, I have tried to expose the children to 
different genres of books, with a diverse range of characters. I took 
into account the diverse cultures and backgrounds that were 
represented in my class - helping to shape the books I was exposing 
the children to. For instance, taking into consideration the fact that 
many families in the school are refugees or asylum seekers, one book 
I chose was about the story of a young Syrian refugee in London. 
Similarly, after I found out from the initial questionnaire that many 
children in the class wanted to read more sports-themed books, I 
picked out a book about footballer Pelé’s childhood in Brazil for our 
online class read. 

  

Impact 

At first, I found it challenging to motivate and inspire readers through our virtual classroom. 
Children had limited access to copies of physical books, and it was no longer as easy to strike up 
conversations and activities around reading or to monitor children’s reading habits and preferences 
outside of the classroom.  

However, when I asked the children in my 
class to complete the same questionnaire 
that they had completed at the beginning of 
the year, the results were far more 
positive. In January, only 4 out of 13 boys 
stated that they read for pleasure at home.  
This had increased to 9 out of 13 in the 
summer term. Furthermore, almost 40 per 
cent of the children who completed the 

questionnaire revealed that they now ‘loved reading at home’ and 52 per cent enjoyed reading at 
home ‘quite a lot.’ This was a significant improvement to the first questionnaire responses, in which 
the majority of children in the class only enjoyed reading ‘a bit.’  



 

 
 

Through our virtual classroom, children spoke about 
how they were able to connect with reading as they felt 
that they could see themselves in the books they were 
reading – both at home, and as part of our class read. 
The carefully selected choice of books for our online 
class read contributed to a more positive attitude to 
reading at home, since children’s exposure to books 
they’re interested in positively influences their 
relationship with reading (Turci, 2016).  

Over the last few months, I have seen a significant improvement 
in the children’s attitudes to reading and their engagement in 
reading-related activities, particularly among some of the more 
reluctant readers in our class. Towards the end of the summer 
term, I would often receive messages from children asking if they 
could share the books they were reading on class video calls, or 
even send in book review videos to show the class. One of the 
boys in my class who struggled to engage in any kind of reading 
at the beginning of the year started to become really 
enthusiastic about reading – producing drawings to show to the 
class and filming book review videos. Author of ‘Slime,’ David 
Walliams, responded to one of these book reviews and the class 

became even more keen on reviewing books after this interaction!  

Many children also took it 
upon themselves to do extra 
research related to the 
themes and places discussed 
in the books we were reading, 
presenting their findings on 
our weekly zoom video calls. 
Children started to 
recommend books to each 
other, and one group of 
children even created their 
own online book club. They 
were engaging in inside text 
talk independently of myself!  
By the end of the summer 
term, several months after 
the school’s closure, I had also noticed an increase in engagement across reading-related activities, 
with the majority of the class contributing to optional reading activities. The class particularly 
enjoyed sharing feedback on Padlet and answering quizzes created on Google Forms.  



 

 
 

Conversations with both parents and children were crucial in 
understanding how the children’s reading patterns had changed throughout 
the lockdown period, with many parents telling me how much they had 
noticed a difference in their child’s attitude to reading. One parent sent me 
an e-mail saying that their son now, “Prefers to pick up books instead of his 
gaming console.” Other parents highlighted how much they had enjoyed 
being part of their child’s reading journey over lockdown. This idea of 
reading as a bonding activity very much echoes Cremin’s argument that 
reading is in fact a ‘highly social activity’ that begins in the home (Cremin et 
al., 2014). If reading is valued at home, then children are more likely to 
sustain their engagement as readers (Baker and Scher, 2002).  

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 

My work this year has contributed to my understanding of the crucial role Reading for Pleasure 
plays in a child’s wellbeing and educational attainment. Working in such different circumstances 
from home also emphasised the need for flexibility in teaching, and that being static could hinder 
my own development as a teacher, as well as the academic and personal development of my pupils. 
Interestingly I found that, while I was teaching through a ‘virtual’ classroom, the children had in fact 
been more engaged in reading than in our ‘physical’ classroom.  As I continue teaching next year – 
whether this be at school or online - I will continue to reflect on how I can foster a culture of 
Reading for Pleasure, with a particular focus on learning more about children’s reading habits and 
preferences so that I can tailor my recommendations, engage in valuable inside-text talk and 
develop a reader-led community.  

With so much evidence which indicates the importance of reading in diminishing socio-economic 
status and supporting social mobility, teachers’ efforts are crucial in carving out change. Reading 
for Pleasure is very much linked to reading attainment; without the ability to read well enough to 
participate fully in society, children have fewer opportunities to escape a cycle of poverty and 
deprivation (Clark and Tervanein, 2017). Thus, if encouraging a culture of Reading for Pleasure can 
raise reading attainment and ultimately provide better opportunities for children later in their life, 
then this should be an urgent focus for schools. As teachers, we have considerable influence over 
the children we teach, therefore we must act as leaders and role models through our own attitudes 
and behaviours towards reading.  Cremin et al. (2014) state, ‘All primary teachers are responsible for 
developing children as readers who can and do choose to read.’  I believe that whatever the 
circumstances, we are able to support effective Reading for Pleasure pedagogies and engage 
children to be lifelong readers. 
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