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Context 
This project was undertaken as part of an English Specialism module within the primary 
PGCE course at the Institute of Education. It took place in a two-form entry London primary 
school where I worked with six Year 5 children (aged 9-10).   
 
OU Research Inspiration 
Having worked for 25 years in children’s books before beginning a PGCE, I came to the 
course with a breadth and depth of knowledge about children’s books (TARs1) as well as a 
heightened awareness of the importance of ‘reading teachers’  as noted in the TARs 
research (TARs 4).  I was particularly conscious, too, of the critical importance of sharing the 
pleasure that I myself found in children’s books with the children in my class in order to 
engage and inspire them to read more widely and with greater pleasure. Over recent years I 
had become interested in the links between reading for pleasure and children’s writing and 
wanted to explore this further, using my own knowledge about children’s books to 
encourage the children as both readers and writers within a reciprocal and interactive 
reading community (TARs 5). 
 
Aims 
In the course of this project I wanted to investigate the impact of children’s reading upon 
their writing, and in particular to explore whether creating a reading community with a 
strong reading for pleasure pedagogy (TARs 3) within which book talk was a key element 
could be a way to encourage children to develop their own writing voice. Several 

researchers, most notably Barrs and Corki, and Cordenii,iii, 
have noted the impact of mentor texts upon children’s 
writing. In her introduction to Barrs and Corks’ influential The 
Reader in the Writer, Meek Spencer notes the value of 
sharing  ‘texts where the authors are concerned with their 
craft [and] their artistry’iv  while Corden reminds us of the 
value of helping children to ‘develop their knowledge of how 
texts are crafted by accomplished authors ’v. However, much 
of this research has focussed on work using a single mentor 
text. I felt strongly that, if the children were to develop as 
both readers and writers, they would benefit from working 
with a rich range of texts to look at how a variety of authors 
approached common themes. This, coupled with encouraging 

the children to think critically about different authorial choices and to consider which of 
those approaches worked for them as readers would, I hoped, help the children to gain 
confidence as both readers and writers.  
 
Outline 
Over a five week period I worked with a group of six Year 5 children for two thematically-
linked sessions a week. The first week was spent discussing which books and authors the 



children enjoyed in order that the mentor texts I picked could both reflect and extend the 
children’s writing preferences as knowledge of the children’s own reading preferences and 
practices (TARs 2) was critical to the success of this project. During subsequent weeks, the 
first sessions was spent in close reading and discussion of five or six short extracts selected 
from a range of children’s authors. Critically, many of these were authors who had been 
named by the children as writers they enjoyed and where they were, therefore, predisposed 
to engage with the techniques used by the authors.  Other passages selected were from 
writers whose work I personally enjoyed and which I felt the children would respond to 
following discussions based around shared close reading. Such conversations, I knew from 
previous experience running children’s books groups, can open up a text previously 
perceived as “difficult”, so that children find pleasure in a wider range of books and authors 
than they had previously read of their own volition.  
 

We read, for example, an extract from Philippa Pearce’s 
Tom’s Midnight Gardenvi where Tom first arrives at his 
temporary home. Although to accomplished older readers 
this is an extraordinarily telling passage, to children unused 
to close reading it can appear as a tedious piece of 
descriptive writing to be skipped over.  Having read the 
extract, we discussed 
Pearce’s use of metaphor 
and imagery, repetition, 
anonymity and 
perspective before 
looking at further 
descriptive extracts and 
discussing the authorial 
choices involved. We 
discussed, inter alia, 
Helen Dunmore’s 

decision to write in the second person when describing 
the route down to the beach in Ingovii, and why J.K. 
Rowling might have emphasised the darkness of the 
surroundings as Harry Potter nears Hogwarts for the first 
time.  The second session each week was then spent in writing on the same broad theme, 
drawing on what the children had read and discussed earlier in the week and with the 
children free to use, or not as they saw fit, the techniques we’d talked about.  I wrote 
alongside them to build the sense of a shared community of readers and writers as 
commented upon by Cremin and Myhillviii: ‘[teachers] writing alongside their students… 
creates communities of writers who come to know… the very essence of what it means to be 
a writer.’  In the final week, children edited their writing and shared it with the rest of the 
class since, as Collinsix notes: ‘Audience, purpose and context help the young writer to 
develop a voice.’ Supporting the children in developing their own writing voice was closely 
linked throughout the project to thinking about the different kinds of voices chosen by 
established authors and the range of voices which they themselves enjoyed as readers.  
 
 



Impact 
Although this project was initially focussed upon improving the children’s writing through 
developing their understanding of authorial choices, the children themselves were struck by 
how strong an influence the project had not just on their writing but also on their reading. 
They developed as a community of readers, looking forward to sharing ideas about both the 
books they were reading for pleasure themselves and the extracts selected for discussion in 
the sessions. As the weeks went on, several of the children went on to read for pleasure 
books that they had first encountered through the discussion of extracts in the sessions.  
 
Perhaps most notable of the outcomes of the project was that, for this group of children, 
the combination of close reading and writing enabled them to blur the distinctions between 
reader and writer, supporting Meek Spencer’s observation that ‘Children’s increasing 
knowledge of writing styles supports and extends both their writing and their reading.’x  
One of the children commented on the sessions that they had, “helped me think like the 
author,” while another said, “I never used to think about how writers write things. Now I do, 
quite a bit.” 
 
Meanwhile, the children’s own writing gave clear indications of the textual elements they 
had particularly responded to. Sometimes this was through direct echoes of the mentor 
texts in their own writing, as when a child who had been reading the extract from Tom’s 
Midnight Garden discussed above used a similar pattern of repetition to shape her own 
writing, or took detailed elements from Harry Potter’s first arrival at Hogwarts and used 
them to create a sinister setting of her own, or when another child used the second person 
following our conversation about its use in Ingo. On other occasions children drew on more 
general ideas that had arisen in our discussions – the pathetic fallacy, the symbolism of light 
and dark, or the use of food to suggest comfort, for example - and included these in their 
own writing. Using these conventions themselves gave them an ownership of literary ideas 
which then fed into both their writing and their reading, giving them greater confidence to 
tackle ‘difficult’ books since they could unpick the clues built into previously impenetrable 
descriptive passages.       
 
Reflections on Impact 
 
Encouraging the children to read critically and reflectively and prompting them to consider 
themselves as both readers and writers who read and wrote for pleasure (TARs 3) was 
crucial to the success of this intervention. Cremin has drawn attention to the need for 
reading environments in school to be ‘social, reciprocal and interactive’xi. The mental 
environment created in these sessions encouraged the children to see themselves as part of 
a community of both readers and writers (TARs 5) who enjoyed and benefitted from an 
ongoing, open-ended dialogue about authorial choices in the texts they were reading and 
writing.  Above all, they saw the sessions as ‘fun’ - an adjective used repeatedly in their 
responses to the end of sessions’ questionnaire. If children are to read willingly and for 
pleasure it is crucial to build communities where discussing their reading amongst 
themselves and with interested adults (as noted in TARs 1 and 4) is part of everyday life, and 
where children can and do reflect critically on what they have read. The Cambridge Primary 
Review cites the importance of talk as ‘part’ of reading and writing rather than an ‘optional 
extra’xii. Here talk was crucial to building that community of readers who chose to read and 



to write for pleasure, supported by a teacher whom they knew to be a reader and who was 
ever-ready to engage in conversation about the joy of reading.  
 
A key aspect of these sessions was that the children really enjoyed reading, discussing their 
reading and writing within this reciprocal and interactive community of readers and writers. 
 
A key aspect of these sessions was that the children really enjoyed reading, discussing their 
reading and writing within this reciprocal and interactive community of readers and writers. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  



 

References: 
 
i Barrs, M. and Cork, V., 2001. The Reader in the Writer: The links between the study of 
literature and writing development at Key Stage 2. London: Centre for Language in Primary 
Education 
 
ii Corden, R., 2000. Reading-Writing Connections: the Importance of Interactive 
Discourse. English in Education, 34(2), pp.35-44. [Online] Accessed 18th December 2016. 
Available from: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com.libproxy.ucl.ac.uk/doi/10.1111/j.1754-
8845.2000.tb00576.x/epdf 
 
iii Corden, R., 2007. Developing reading-writing connections: The impact of explicit 
instruction of literary devices on the quality of children's narrative writing. Journal of 
Research in Childhood Education, 21(3), pp.269-289. [Online] Accessed 18th December 2016. 
Available from: 
http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.ucl.ac.uk/docview/203865335?OpenUrlRefId=info:xri/s
id:primo&accountid=14511 
 
iv Meek Spencer, M., 2001. Preface. In Cork, V., Barrs, M. and Centre for Language in Primary 
Education (United Kingdom), 2001. The Reader in the Writer: The links between the study of 
literature and writing development at Key Stage 2. London: CLPE. p15 
 
v Corden, 2007, p270 
 
vi Pearce, P., 1958. Tom’s Midnight Garden. 2008 edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
vii Dunmore, H., 2005. Ingo. London: HarperColins. 
 
viii Cremin, T. and Myhill, D., 2012. Writing Voices: Creating communities of writers. 
Abingdon: Routledge, p193 
  
ix Collins, F.M., 2009. Composition. In Graham, J. and Kelly, A., eds., Writing Under Control. 
Second edition. London: David Fulton Publishers, p52 
 
x Meek Spencer, p11 
 
xi Cremin, T. Reading for pleasure: just window dressing? 2016. Accessed 13th August 2017. 
Available from: http://cprtrust.org.uk/cprt-blog/reading-for-pleasure-just-window-dressing/   
 
xii Chawla-Duggan, R. and Lowe, J. in Alexander, R., Doddington, C., Gray, J., Hargreaves, L. 
and Kershner, R. eds., 2012. The Cambridge primary review research surveys. Routledge. 
P269 
 

                                                      


