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Context 
I am Deputy Headteacher at The Wroxham School, Hertfordshire.  The school is guided by the 
core principles of co-agency, trust and everybody that symbolize the ‘Learning without Limits’ 
ethos (Hart, Dixon, Drummond and McIntyre, 2004) brought to the school by Dame Alison 
Peacock. A key school priority over the last three years has been developing a ‘Reading for 
Pleasure culture’ across all key stages. As part of my master’s thesis and in my role as English 
subject lead, I explored the development of increased reading agency for children across the 
school. At the time of my study, I was also Year 5 Class Teacher. What follows is a précised 
version of some of the key findings and discussion from my thesis.  

OU Research inspiration and rationale
Over the last three years, the school has been working hard to cultivate a strong reading for 
pleasure culture. As well as developing knowledge of children’s reading practices (Teachers as 
Readers 2), we have mainly been focussing on TaR3, particularly social reading environments, 
independent reading and book talk. 

As part of this process, we realised that the children needed more agency in their choices of 
reading materials, both individually and as a class, to align with our Learning without Limits 
approach. It is generally acknowledged that there is a positive relationship between reading for 
pleasure and choice (Schraw et al.,1998; Clark et al., 2006; Guthrie, 2012; Allington 2012; 
Wilhelm et al., 2014). Krashen (1993) and Clark et al. (2008) suggest that increased agency 
over reading choices leads to greater chances of improving attainment in literacy and better 
educational outcomes for children. Recently, the Department for Education (DfE) has explicitly 
stated that children should be given agency in reading (2015).

Aims 
During our professional development meetings, we shared concerns about the engagement in 
reading by some of the children. Across the school, there appeared to be children who were 
not reading for pleasure despite a large scale focus on improving reading. We also noticed 
that, despite the changes implemented, our RAISE Value Added score for reading was 
beginning to slip. In addition, our RAISE data showed that boys were not doing as well as girls 
in reading activities.  

We also became aware that we were not fully reflecting our Learning without Limits core 
principles when completing our guided reading sessions; we were grouping the children by 
ability, for mainly practical reasons. This was a concern because one of the outcomes from 
Learning without Limits is that we do not group by ability instead enabling the children to make 
their own choices. To summarise, reading agency was, therefore, an area of practice to be 
improved whilst ensuring that we are fully reflecting our core values and beliefs. We explored 



	  
	  
	  

and developed this aspect of reading though a number of key research questions: 

• How are teachers increasing reading agency in their classrooms?  
• How are children and adults working together to increase agency?  
• Why do children read? 
• How do children share their interests with teachers?  
• How are teachers supporting children to make choices?  
• Are staff aware of the value of series books? 

Outline 
Using the Action Research Spiral of Inquiry model (Timperley et al., 2014), we collected data 
using questionnaires and Lesson Study. The questionnaires were given to all teaching staff 
and were partly modelled on the UKLA Teachers as Readers Questionnaire (Cremin et al., 
2014). 

Lesson Study originated in Japan over a century ago and became popular in the United 
Kingdom following the publication of the third Trends in Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS, 1998). Lesson Study is embedded in school practice, and therefore familiar to all of 
the teaching staff and children.  

Two teachers from our Reception and Year 1 joined me to form a triad of teachers and 
together, we were representative of the school teaching community, comprising of a teacher 
from each key stage. Each of the three research lessons consisted of a ‘book gossip’ session. 
The Centre for Literacy in Primary Education (CLPE) Reading and Writing Scales (2016) 
recommend the use of ‘book gossips’ as a strategy to develop children’s talk about books. This 
concept originated with the work of Chambers (1991) and provides a structured forum for 
children to discuss and expand their thinking about books that they are reading. 

For each research lesson, three ‘case pupils’ (Dudley, 2014:8), were identified. In line with our 
concerns, we observed the reactions of one ‘engaged reader’ (Cremin in Cremin et al, 2014:6), 
one ‘aliterate reader’ (Boorstin, 1984:12), and a child who finds reading tricky. All of the case 
pupils were boys, to fit in with our current school focus on developing reading and writing for 
boys. Pro-forma documents from the Lesson Study handbook were used to plan, observe and 
record post-lesson analysis.  The findings shared below come from the Lesson Study 
completed in the Year 5 classroom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Impact 
By working together and exploring our attitudes and practice with regards to reading for 
pleasure, staff have already begun to show demonstrate a positive impact of the culture of 
reading at Wroxham. Impact and findings are shown through the answers to the six research 
questions. 



	  
	  
	  

How are teachers increasing agency in their classrooms? How are teachers involving 
the children in this process? 

The questionnaire answers demonstrated that colleagues are offering the children increased 
agency over reading material and activities. Ofsted (2011, 2012) and the Department for 
Education (2015) strongly recommend that children should be able to choose their reading 
material independently of their teachers. The majority of respondents do allow the children to 
select the class reading book through a recommendation or nomination system; teachers are 
supporting children to choose their guided reading material, with some are offering a choice of 
books in taught units of English work. Most respondents are ensuring that there are plenty 
opportunities for the children to make choices in reading including making sure that the class 
reading corner is attractive and the books are regularly changed, finding books to support 
children’s interests and accessing the school library on a weekly basis. One respondent stated 
that this was an area that they need to develop. As a school, we learn with and from each 
other, and I know this colleague will begin seeking advice and ideas from their peers.  

Why do children choose to read a particular book? 

Studies have shown that children are motivated to read for both extrinsic and intrinsic reasons 
(Guthrie et al., 2000; The Nestle Family Monitor 2003; DfE 2012) but what motivates our 
children to read?  All three case pupils in the Lesson Study said that their book choices were 
influenced by recommendations from their friends. Case pupils A and B both also expressed 
that their selections were affected by their moods. Case pupil A said that he liked to ‘read 
happy books when he is sad and sad books when he is excited.’ Case pupil B said that he 
really likes reading football books but couldn’t do this a few weeks ago as he had sustained an 
injury preventing him from playing and ‘reading a football book would just make me feel 
tempted.’ Case pupil B is a very competent reader but is often seen reading what we believe to 
be unchallenging football books. Despite knowing that he is a passionate footballer, we had 
assumed that he was aliterate and just reading these types of books to be seen to be reading 
something. Usher et al. (2012) state that ‘any action can be motivated by a combination of 
intrinsic and extrinsic factors and the same person may be motivated differently in different 
contexts,’ (p.2). Both of these pupils demonstrate this last point by revealing how their moods 
influence their choices. 

Case pupil C is very unconfident but was able to express that he prefers to read books when 
he has seen the accompanying film first. He gave the example of Harry Potter and how he is 
now on chapter four, ‘ the bit where Hagrid collects Harry.’ The child had not been engaged in 
the group discussion until asked directly about his preferences when he suddenly became very 
animated and started questioning others about who had watched the film and read the book. 
Clark et al. (2006) and the EU Expert Panel on Literacy (2012) both posit that intrinsic 
motivation is more important for developing a reading for pleasure culture, and I believe that 
these responses show that Case pupil C is intrinsically motivated to read. This observation has 
provided the teaching team with a way of supporting and developing this particular child’s 
reading development, something that we had been struggling with for some time. 

The information collected from the children shows that teachers need to find ways to identify 
what motivates children to read. By recognising that both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation have 
an impact on reading for pleasure, teachers can start to change the balance in favour of 
intrinsic motivation so that, ‘learning capacity will be transformed…to make the conditions that 
sustain learning significantly more enabling,’ (Hart et al, 2004:169).  

How do the children share their reading interests with teachers? 

The importance of providing reading material of interest to the children is discussed in research 
by, amongst others, Meek Spencer in Styles et al., 2009; Krashen 2009, Tennent 2014. All 
questionnaire respondents said that they regularly engage in dialogue about reading interests 
with the children. Hart et al believed that acknowledging and acting upon children’s interests, 



	  
	  
	  

‘engenders a sense of control and the secure knowledge that they are capable of making 
thoughtful decisions for themselves,’ (2004:202). The responses demonstrate that my 
colleagues are using a number of strategies to identify and cater for the children’s interests. 
Staff are now having conversations about interests which are initiated by both adults and 
children. Some colleagues plan sessions for children to share their interests with the class and 
others encourage children to bring in books from home to share. One teacher holds reading 
interviews and others are providing opportunities for children to write down their interests 
through book reviews and class book lists. In addition, respondents are observing their children 
and noting when they show a particular interest in something. Reading material is then 
provided to cater for that interest.  

How do teachers support individual children in their reading choices? What do teachers 
consider when discussing children’s choices? Who makes the final decision about the 
choice of book? 

Debate about how much free choice a child should have when selecting a book can be traced 
right back to the late eighteenth century. Some educationalists such as Wollstonecraft (1787), 
Macaulay (1790) and Edgeworth (1801), believed that adults had a duty to censure children’s 
reading materials whilst others such as Coleridge (1797), Wordsworth (1937), Southey and 
Godwin (1876) believed that children should have free access to books of their choice. These 
same opposing views are reflected in the opinions of modern theorists. Mallett (2010), Tennent 
(2014) and Lemov et al. (2016), all believe that adults should play a role in helping children 
make their choices, whilst Pennac (2006), Miller (2009) and Krashen (2009) believe that 
children should be given complete autonomy.  

My colleagues also reflect this dichotomy to some extent. All respondents hear the children 
read and make recommendations about which book to choose based on a range of factors 
including interests, reading ability and reading confidence. 75% of respondents give the 
children complete autonomy in their final choices where as 25% believe that an adult (teacher 
or parent) should make the final choice with the child. When discussing who makes the final 
choice of a book, the children produced varying responses. Case pupil A was adamant that the 
choice of books should be his alone and was confident in explaining how he would politely 
decline recommendations from an adult if he didn’t agree. Case pupil B stated that he prefers 
to choose his own books before sharing that his mum had recommended some classic books 
to him recently. He admitted that he was initially reluctant to read these books but then said, 
‘once you get used to the style, you enjoy them.’ He said that he is now more likely to listen to 
adult recommendations. Case pupil C did not comment. 

The Lesson Study research lesson also showed that children’s sharing their reading interests 
and choices with each other was also quite important. Case pupil B shared his thoughts on a 
book called ‘The Last Wild’ by Piers Torday that I had been recommending to the class for a 
while. Case pupil B said that he hadn’t really liked the description of the book when it was 
described in the last book gossip session but his friend, who had borrowed the book from me, 
described it ‘really well,’ in the observed session and that ‘made him want to read it.’ Ross 
(1995) discussed the social aspect of reading and this instance clearly demonstrates that 
teachers need to recognise the social influence that children have over each other because it 
‘crucial to the aim of transforming learning capacity,’ (Hart et al 2004:175). 

Are teachers aware of the value of series books  

Some teachers in other schools often have mixed feelings with regards to the place of series 
books, such as Diary of a Wimpy Kid, Captain Underpants etc., as they believe they have little 
educational content. I found little evidence to support this view, with theorists supporting the 
place of series books in the reading process. Schraw et al. (2001) argue that the use of series 
texts is particularly useful for early and struggling readers, providing familiar characters, 
settings and vocabulary which allow the reader to engage with the storyline more confidently. 
Wilhem and Smith understand teachers concerns about the ‘limited nutritional value’ (as cited 



	  
	  
	  

in Miller, 2009:84) but state that teachers ‘shouldn’t privelige intellectual pleasures’ when 
considering reading material.  

The questionnaire respondents all enjoy reading series books themselves and understand that 
they provide security through the familiarity of characters, plot and vocabulary. One person 
commented that they would be ‘frustrated if I was told that I couldn’t read the rest of the series.’ 
However, three respondents also stated that children shouldn’t only read series books. One 
noted that ‘variety is good,’ another remarked that ‘it is important that they don’t just feel this is 
all they can read,’ and another expressed frustration when a child gets ‘stuck in a rut, especially 
if the series is not very challenging.’ Krashen (2004) believed that we should trust the children 
to use lighter reading material as a stepping stone to more challenging books and this is 
supported by Hart et al, (2004) who believe they ‘will choose to engage if the conditions are 
right,’ (p.191). 

 

As stated at the beginning of this paper, I referred to research that demonstrated a connection 
between reading for pleasure and choice. The data collected from the questionnaires and 
Lesson Study has demonstrated that staff are now providing many more opportunities for 
children to make choices in their reading and also that they are continuing to develop their 
practice in this area. It has also identified that there are further areas of practice that we need 
to develop.  

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 
The research has confirmed that my colleagues read regularly for pleasure and also that most 
believe that they have a good or better subject knowledge of children’s literature. This project 
has not explored the impact of having a ‘reading teacher,’ (Cremin et al, 2014:22) on 
developing children as readers but these facts provide a solid foundation for us, as a teaching 
team, to explore this area of our practice in the future. 

Colleagues have now demonstrated that they are developing opportunities for children to make 
choices in their reading. This is happening in a number of different ways. One colleague has 
stated that this as an area that they need to develop further and support has been put in place 
for them.  

All of the case pupils have demonstrated that they are intrinsically motivated to read. 
Importantly, the children have shown that we, as teachers, need to develop ways to find out 
what exactly it is that motivates individual children to read. The research showed that some 
children’s choices are dictated by moods and confidence levels. The two children who initially 
presented as alliterate (Case pupil B) or unconfident (Case pupil C) were actually both readers 
but did not show this in the same way as the enthusiastic reader (Case pupil A). As a member 
of the leadership team, I need to share these findings with the teaching teams and discuss how 
we address this issue to enable us to be able to identify what motivates our children to read.  

Teachers are using a number of strategies to identify the children’s interests so that they can 
provide reading material that supports and develops these interests. Understanding the 
children’s interests will also support teachers’ knowledge of what motivates the children to 
read. The majority of colleagues are giving the children complete autonomy when making 
choices about books.  

The research revealed the importance of the social aspects of reading with the case pupils 
revealing that they value peer opinions and recommendations about books. Teachers at the 
school set up a range of opportunities for children to share their reading choices with each 
other and adults in the class. The case pupils suggested that they would like these sessions to 
be longer and for the composition of the groups to be different. I am going to develop these 



	  
	  
	  

aspects further with my class by asking them how they would like the groups to be organised 
and to work on developing a more suitable amount of time for discussion.  

Teachers value series books and continue to read them as adults. They all clearly understand 
the benefits that familiarity provides to early readers. Some colleagues expressed concerns 
about children not challenging themselves but I think that we need to trust that children will 
move onto other books when they are ready, in line with the Learning without Limits core 
principle of trust (Hart et al., 2004). 

The children revealed a lot about their reading choices in this project and I intend to speak to 
the children further, through Lesson Study, regarding their views about reading agency, how 
they share their interests and series books. As a consequence of this research, I will be 
updating our reading policies and developing a reading workshop for parents. 

This study has demonstrated that staff have increased reading agency for children across the 
school and that we have begun to make a difference. However, there is more that we need to 
do to ensure that we can support every child to become ‘cosmoplastes’ when they are reading; 
‘the maker of her or his expanding universe,’ (Orestano in Styles et al., 2009:97). Development 
of reading for pleasure will continue as a priority for the school and be cultivated through the 
transformative principles of co-agency, trust and everybody that symbolize the ‘Learning 
without Limits’ ethos (Hart et al., 2004). 

 


