
 

 
 

The Power Of Picture Books For Every Year Group… 

Nicki Cleveland, HLTA & School Librarian 

Context 
Cannon Park Primary is a small, single entry primary school on the 
outskirts of Coventry, with a mixed demographic of children ageing from 
Reception to Year 6.  

@MissNCleveland 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 
The TaRs findings relating to Teachers’ Knowledge of Children’s literature and other texts prove that in 
order to foster reading for pleasure effectively, teachers need to develop considerable knowledge of 
children’s literature and other texts.  

When I had set up my bookshelf and run book clubs for Years 2 - 6 , I had vastly improved my knowledge 
of chapter fiction, poetry and non-fiction for that age group, but my knowledge of picture books appropriate 
for each age group was still very limited. This was definitely an area where I needed to increase my 
personal knowledge in order to support children’s reading effectively, and help them choose books they 
might enjoy. 

 

Aims  
During a library session, a child commented “Room on a Broom? That’s for babies!” when a friend in his 
class (then Year 4 picked it up). I asked him if he’d read it as a baby. “Well no, my mum read it to me. 
Babies can’t read.” This opened up a conversation about why children might stop choosing picture books , 
as they get older. It came down to what their peers thought of them. 

When I explained that Room on the Broom had a Lexile* of 720, the children were shocked. “How?” “Read 
it, then see if you can tell me why.” And they did. “It’s actually a pretty complicated story, about kindness, 
trust and friendship Miss.” More than just a book for babies then. (*Lexiles are scores given to books 
based on their readability and comprehension level. 720L would be considered proficient in Year 3). 

I realised I didn’t really know many picture books as I didn’t buy them for home anymore (my son is 13) 
and my bookshelf focus had been on chapter books. Having never been based in a class younger than 
Year 4, picture books didn’t feature highly in the class libraries or the children’s reading lists. I felt I had 
become ‘Donaldson-dependant’.  

I needed to improve my own knowledge about picture books for use with all age groups so that I could 
build a good range of picture books to explore in bookclubs, and for children to borrow from my bookshelf. 
Books that would encourage reading for pleasure and help remove the stigma of “picture books are for 
babies.” 

I also needed to improve my knowledge of visual literacy so I could help children get the most from age 
appropriate picture books. 



 

 
 

Outline 

Having spoken to the head of our local Schools Library Service about the book awards they run, she 
suggested that it would be beneficial to focus on the Year 3 & 4 category, as this is a crucial age to inspire 
children as lifelong readers. This is the point where many start to leave school reading schemes and have 
greater choice over their reading. I decided to enter a mixed Year 3 & 4 Book Club into the Coventry 
Inspiration Book Awards Book Bout, as this would: 

• encourage reluctant readers to take part 
• further increase my knowledge of current, quality fiction in that age range 
• help me understand their needs as readers 
• give me the opportunity to gather their opinions on picture books 
• give me a starting point to improve my own knowledge about picture books for use with that age 

group. 

I recruited 12 children from Year 3 & 4 to take part in the Book Club. Some read for pleasure, some 
disliked reading because it was difficult or boring, and some lacked confidence sharing their ideas about 
the books they were reading. I wanted a range of children at different stages on their reading journey to 
see how they would react to one of the shortlisted books; a picture book. 

We started by looking at the blurb for each book, and the children voted on whether it made them want to 
read on. Votes were counted and covers were revealed, (and cover votes counted too). There were ooohs 
and ahhhhs as the books appeared out of my bags. All until the final book was pulled out; Where The 
Bugaboo Lives by Sean Taylor, illustrated by Neal Layton. 



 

 
 

“Is that supposed to be in there Miss?” “I don’t want to read that one.” “It’s just a picture book.” “We’re too 
old for picture books.” 

I raised an eyebrow, looked at the book, and asked “How do you know? Have you all read this one?” and 
received a chorus of no’s. “You can just tell from the cover Miss.” “It’s a picture book.” 

Where The Bugaboo Lives received two votes for it’s cover. “What is it about the cover that makes you 
want to read it?” “I think my baby brother would like it.” and “I want to know what a Bugaboo is.” 

“Ok, so looking at the votes, just based on the cover and the blurb, only two of you want to read this book, 
but all of you want to read The Wilderness War by Julia Green.” Cue lots of nods. Of the eight books, it is 
probably the one that looks the most grown up. 

“How about we read this one today (Bugaboo) as a group, and vote, then we can share out the other 
books for you to read over the next week?”There were sighs, a huff, an eye roll and a “let’s get it over 
with.”  

For the next 15 minutes the Library was filled with laughter as they discovered the choices they had to 
make to read the book. They argued over whether to take the uphill path or the downhill path. They 
unanimously agreed to skip the final choice, and then they all chorused “Again!” But, the bell rang. Twelve 
Year 3&4 children looked at me. Twelve children. Ten of whom were totally put off by the cover, because it 
looked like a picture book. It looked too easy. Twelve children cheered when I said, “If we have time.” 
Three weeks in a row we read Where The Bugaboo Lives, discovering all of the different stories within the 
book, following all of the different paths. We’d spend ten minutes discussing the book they’d read over the 
week, and then we’d go into the valley again. 

On the fourth week, I had to say no, we had to spend more time with the other seven books. We had a 
long discussion about Grey Island, Red Boat by Ian Beck and Hilda & The Troll by Luke Pearson which all 
of them had read. Those who’d read the other books said why they’d enjoyed them (or not, which is 



 

 
 

allowed), and they were given to children who hadn’t read them yet. 

I then told the group about the Book Bout, a competition where we would have to showcase one of the 
books in a way that would make other children want to read it. “I can’t guarantee which book we will get, 
but I can request the one we’d like to present.” 

“Where The Bugaboo Lives.” So, from a book they hadn’t wanted to read, it had become their firm 
favourite. It was the one they wanted to shout about and get others reading. Why? “It’s not just a picture 
book, it’s so much more!” “It’s a really fun book to share with your friends.” “There are 12 different stories 
depending on the choices you make.” And then, there was this. 

“We have to make choices all the time, and sometimes they’re difficult because both choices are 
scary. This book reminds us that we always have our friends and family to help us. We don’t have 
to face the choices on our own.” 

We had, as a group, discovered how powerful picture books can be in encouraging reading for pleasure 
and delivering an important message. 

Following on from this, I pulled out a range of picture books from class book corners and the school library 
to share with the group. I wanted to see whether it was the competition that had inspired them, or the fact it 
was a picture book. We shared a number of picture books including, Shackleton’s Journey by William Grill,  
Wolves in the Wall by Neil Gaiman, Monster In The Hood by Steve Anthony and The Day The Crayons 
Quit by Drew Daywalt & Oliver Jeffers. 

What we discovered together, was that picture books really should be shared beyond KS1. Picture books 
provided a perfect way to immerse themselves in a story, either on their own, or as a shared experience. 
Many, such as The Journey by Francesca Sanna, cover mature themes in a very accessible way. And 
wordless books definitely aren’t just for ‘pre-word-readers’. I have children regularly borrow my David 
Weisner books. Mr Wuffles is a firm favourite, with children telling each other the story and interpreting the 
alien speak. 
 

 
 

 



 

 
 

Impact 

I saw a huge impact on the book club members, beyond an increase in reading for pleasure, and it’s 
because we shared a journey (or 12) through a picture book. It removed barriers for the weaker readers in 
the group and gave them an equal footing to share their views and opinions, as vocabulary wasn’t an 
issue.  

I saw how powerful the right picture book can be: 

• The girl who “loves books but doesn’t understand them”, explain why the book meant so much to 
her. 

• The boy who cried at the mere thought of having to stand up and perform in front of other people, 
beam with pride on stage. 

• The girl who couldn’t read back the words she had come up with when we wrote the script together, 
but know exactly what to say and when. 

• The boy who forgot that other children struggled to do what he found easy, yet quietly prompted his 
friend who couldn’t get his words out. 

• The girl who never speaks in class, speak with clarity, confidence and conviction.  
• The boy who never read, who now, has to be told to stop and go to sleep. 

 
They stood up on stage, in front of strangers and presented the book none of them had wanted to read, 
because “it’s a picture book,” “it’s too easy.” Our script came to life, the audience laughed and applauded, 
and the children presented our chosen book with a clarity, confidence and passion that made other 
children want to read it too. We had no props, no costumes, no music or PowerPoint, just a passion and 
love for the picture book we were championing. 



 

 
 

One of my lunchtime book clubs following on from this was set up for Year 2 pupils who don’t read at 
home. We initially read the books shortlisted in their age group for the Coventry Inspiration Book Awards. I 
say we – I read them, and we had so much fun, stopping to pour over the pictures, and discuss the story 
(but only when they wanted to) which they did, a lot. Now Year 3, those same children want their Picture 
Book Club to continue. I now have the knowledge to pick age relevant picture books that will stretch them 
as readers, bringing out much needed discussion, all while increasing their enjoyment of reading, which is 
the point of the Book Club. 

I have since researched authors of our favourite Picture Books to find others and used the Kate 
Greenaway long lists to extend my knowledge of authors and illustrators across all year groups. I also 
attended Oxford Reading Spree, where I was able to pick up a lot of picture books aimed at older children, 
based on recommendations from Mary Roche, Andrew Moffat, Martin Galway and Mat Tobin, all staunch 
supporters of picture books for every age group. 

I now have a wide range to share with, and lend to, children, and with the help of my Year 3 & 4 Book 
Club, we have begun to remove the stigmas surrounding older children choosing picture books for 
pleasure. And if they want a picture book, KS2 children can move far beyond Donaldson to books that are 
of high interest to them. These are some of the picture books I now have on my bookshelf at school. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice. 
The TaRs findings relating to Teachers’ Knowledge of Children’s literature and other texts have had a 
huge impact on my practice in school. 

By becoming a teacher that reads I have vastly improved my personal knowledge of the huge range of 
fiction, poetry and non-fiction available for children across all of Key Stage 1 & 2. Having identified a gap in 
my knowledge surrounding picture books, the Reading Rich Pedagogies website gave me practical ideas 
of how I could increase my knowledge, while working with children to foster a desire to read for pleasure.  

I have now amassed a good selection of picture books that I can use with all of the children that promote 
empathy, tolerance, understanding, reading for pleasure and a passion for books. I will also be able to 
keep my knowledge up to date through following Book Awards such as UKLA, Greenaway, as well as our 
local SLS awards. 

In school, we want the best for the children we teach. In the same way children move up through reading 
schemes, showing they are making progress with their reading ability, they also want to show their friends 
and families that they’re reading bigger, and somehow, better books because they are ‘proper chapter 
books’, which seems to downgrade the value of picture books. Increasing my knowledge of this genre has 
given me the information and resources needed to help change how picture books are viewed by older 
children in school, and opened up a new way of reading for pleasure through sharing a book and talking 
about it together. 

We have fantastic authors and illustrators creating picture books targeted at much older children. I know I 
wouldn’t have settled down in the rocking chair with Neil Gaiman’s Wolves in the Wall when my son was a 
toddler, or Shaun Tan’s The Arrival, The Thing by Simon Puttock and Daniel Egnéus and The Journey by 
Francesca Shanna.  

Books like Freefall or Mr Wuffles by David Weisner are great because they can be targeted to meet the 
needs of any child at any age. Being wordless, the only barrier to the story is the child’s own vocabulary 
and imagination. 

I believe every classroom and child’s bedroom should have picture books on their shelves. They 
encourage sharing and conversation, they can be familiar and comforting, or challenging and questioning. 
But they are, without doubt, a vital part of any bookcase.  

Having discussed next steps with my Reading Manager, I attended the West Midlands YLG Carnegie and 
Greenaway Nominations Event 2017, so that I could further increase my knowledge on visual literacy, and 
how to use and recommend Picture Books effectively, both in my Book Clubs, when I take Key Stage 2 
classes to the School Library, and for use in classes. I have fed back on this training to all staff, to ensure 
everyone has a list of age-appropriate picture books that they can use in class to help develop visual 
literacy skills, and highlight the power of picture books in engaging children with reading for pleasure. 

 


