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Context                                                      
In the large English department (fourteen teachers, 1650 students) of the Weald 
School, a rural 11-18 mixed comprehensive school in West Sussex, the 
challenge of implementing a new curriculum across Key Stage 3 (11-14 years, 
KS3) in 2014, assessing without levels, and preparing for new General Certificate 
of Secondary Education (GCSE) and Advanced Level specifications forced a 
collective examination of our teaching of reading.  

This led to  recognition of a need for research to help establish how a more 
developed theoretical understanding of reading might enable us as secondary 
English teachers to encourage students’ ‘engagement’ - both in literature read in 
class for English lessons, and in engagement with independent, wider reading for 
pleasure. 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 
      3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy which includes: 

• Social reading environments 
• Reading aloud 
• Independent reading 
• Informal book talk, inside-text talk and recommendation 

 
Substantial pressures on English teachers to combine motivation of readers with 
attainment of high scores in public examinations along with the limiting factors of 
the National Literacy Strategy (NLS; 2001-2009) and reductive reading strands of 
the Assessing Pupil Progress framework (DCSF, 2008) had manoeuvred the 
department into a position of declining reading engagement.  We considered that 
a possible reason for students’ reluctance to read might be literature teaching 
itself, ‘especially if novels are viewed as set texts instead of narratives written to 
be read for pleasure’ (Cliff-Hodges, 2015: 93). Literature texts tend to be read in 
very particular, constrained ways and ‘as part of a highly complex process of 
cultural induction, social stratification and occupational qualification’ (West, 
1994:126). So, we were particularly interested in and inspired by the pedagogy 
strand above. 



 

 
 

Aims  

Serial killers? 
Using the library system's database, Eclipse, and focusing on fiction loans as a 
starting point, it was immediately clear that the number of loans across cohorts of 
students (with an average cohort size of 250 students) had dropped dramatically 
between Year 7 and Year 11(11-16 years). Whilst there are potentially a vast 
range of causal factors that contribute to these figures (the increased pressure 
from examinations in senior years being a partial explanation, for example and 
the increased use of electronic reading devices), nevertheless, it was still 
unsettling to acknowledge such a dramatic fall in loans between the two year 
groups. 

Table 1 Fiction loans recorded by Eclipse 2013-2014 

Year Group Fiction loans 

Year 7 357 

Year 8 369 

Year 9 133 

Year 10 135 

Year 11 17 

 

A whole range of reading-related events and activities were taking place across 
the school’s library and English department during the period over which these 
statistics were recorded. A typical academic year might include six or more 
author visits, participation in a number of book awards, World Book Day 
celebrations, a Giant Literary Quiz, Carnegie Shadowing and an 'Extreme 
Reading' photography competition. Faced with the evidence of those library 
loans, I was forced to consider the validity of some of these events and began to 
realise that they might in fact be sticking a plaster over an unintentionally 
inauthentic reading culture that began with classroom practice itself. 

As part of regular monitoring of reading habits at KS3 and KS4 we noticed that 
students were increasingly unable to name novels that they had studied at KS3, 
in spite of still being able to fondly recall books from primary school.  Given the 
committed and passionate English department I considered that I worked in, this 
was unexpected. Something was going very, very wrong. Perhaps being a skilled 
and engaged adult reader was, by itself, not enough to create conditions for 
effective teaching of reading teaching. Might the automaticity of the skill actually 
be a hindrance for teachers? Risko (2008) explains how, in two separate studies, 
researchers investigated assumptions that good readers and those who find 
reading pleasurable will be good teachers of reading. Findings indicated that 
attitudes towards reading and writing were 'not consistently linked in predictable 
directions' (Risko, 2008: 263).  

 



 

 
 

 

I created this book arch to enhance the reading area of my classroom and 
celebrate reading: 

 
Figure 1 Photograph of classroom book arch 

Yet the reaction of students was accusatory: ‘Miss, you’ve murdered the books!’ 
Their tongue-in-cheek response prompted consideration of the intrinsic 
messages about reading that we share with students, and whether we devalue 
reading when we actually intend the opposite.  

 
Figure 2 Evidence of 'murdered' books 

We considered the possible relationship that the teaching of the class reader 
might have with students’ own wider reading.  If students were not being taught 
the ‘pleasure’ of reading in their English classroom, then where might they find it 
for themselves? In essence, we wondered, if reading strategies were taught more 
effectively then would greater student motivation follow? And, could it therefore 
be the knowledge and theoretical understanding of the teachers themselves that 
impeded the wider reading potential of students in some way? Researchers have 
identified gaps in English teachers’ theoretical understanding of reading 
processes (Snow, 2002, Dean 2003, Cremin, 2014), and experiences as part of 
the University of Sussex ‘Faster Read’ project (Sutherland, 2015; Sutherland & 
Westbrook, 2016), where members of the department team received some 
training to develop theoretical knowledge about reading and experimented with a 



 

 
 

different model of teaching reading, highlighted a concern about  our individual 
and collective existing knowledge base. Teachers questioned why they had never 
before engaged with theoretical understanding of the cognitive processes 
involved in reading. 

Our main research questions became: 

1. Can instructional contexts and pedagogy in the secondary English 
classroom and across the Department be developed to improve students’ 
engagement in reading through teacher engagement with theory and 
research? 

2. What changes in reading habits can be observed as a result of improved 
teacher knowledge and practice in the English classroom? 

Outline 
Teacher-Detectives 
Our project involved three stages:  

In the first we undertook a detailed reconnaissance of the existing reading culture 
within the school and the department, including its level of inclusivity, and 
students’ levels of engagement with reading, considered in relation to literature 
on developing reading comprehension, engagement, and reading cultures in the 
secondary-school context. We undertook group interviews with participating 
teachers to establish teachers’ perception of their own training, expertise and 
confidence, sharing reading and teaching histories. We also investigated 
teaching spaces and the kinds of ‘implicit’ messages that students might be 
receiving about reading. As Merga (2015) observes, access to books is not 
usually facilitated in secondary schools, once the skill to read independently has 
been acquired. Not only is access unsupported but there is actually a decreased 
level of encouragement to take books home. School budgets are carefully 
guarded and students are often not trusted to bring books back. In our 
department class readers were signed out carefully, with penalty for non-return 
implicit.  Books for wider reading are freely handed out during lessons but not 
always available to take home. There seemed to be a kind of policing and 
subliminal threat about not returning books which is in total opposition to pupils’ 
experience in primary school. We felt that this was not a climate in which reading 
was being nurtured.   

In the second stage, we considered what kind of theorised understanding of 
reading we had as secondary teachers, and what a more developed theoretical 
understanding of reading might be.  We sought ‘a balanced and consistent 
approach to theoretical knowledge and practical experience’ (EACEA, 2011: 14) 
through professional development with a long-term perspective providing 
opportunities for teachers to reflect on their own work from a research-oriented 
perspective. We planned six extended twilight development sessions over the 
course of one year, in the form of study groups where we read, discussed and 
reflected on a range of recent literature and theory in relation to the teaching of 
reading. 

Finally, we related that reading and professional development to teachers’ 
practice in relation to ‘teaching’ reading, enabling us to collectively create a 
reading manifesto (Appendix 1). Whilst implementing this we considered the 



 

 
 

changes to teaching and the impact on student engagement in reading in class 
and motivation to extend wider reading. The teaching of reading, the creation of 
curriculum space for wider reading and closer consideration of the implicit 
messages about how reading is valued, were each seen as catalysts for 
increased student engagement in reading and fostering of a love of literature.  

Impact 
Justice for all? 
Our aim was to generate a secure methodology for the teaching of literature, 
underpinned by application of reading theory, in order to increase motivation, 
develop good wider reading habits and thereby increase reading for pleasure 
amongst our students. All teachers in the study reported that their strategies for 
teaching reading changed significantly. One noticed, ‘greater emphasis on whole 
class reading creating an atmosphere where books are talked about’.  Another 
revealed greater confidence and ‘being open with students about my own 
emotional response to what I am reading them. I have used this as a way of 
opening out a wider discussion around male emotional literacy! I am also more 
conscious of talking to students about why I have chosen the texts that they are 
reading. While engaged in the rapid reading of texts, my conversations with 
students are more focused on their own responses to the texts, how they are 
making meaning, how they are predicting future events and "reaching back" to 
earlier parts of the novels’. 
 
Changes for a third teacher included, ‘extensive use of reading journals and 
reading jars, more sustained periods of independent reading, discussion to make 
reading processes explicit, rapid-reading, greater use of visual organisers, 
digging down into reading histories, consciously valuing reading, more choice 
about texts, a focus on personal understanding and engagement, and greater 
use of text as springboard for writing such as found poetry and recreative tasks’. 
 

 
Figure 3 Year 8 Reading jars 

 
In terms of how reading pedagogy had developed, one teacher reflected on her 
greater understanding that ‘students need experience of a wide range of texts to 
promote an enjoyment of reading, concluding, ‘I am keen to find ways in to texts 



 

 
 

which are grounded in the experiences of students but also see that they can 
help develop wider world views using the text as a vehicle.’ Another reported on 
the importance of understanding individual student schema as far as 
possible,  ‘Sections of text do not allow for the real building up of reading 
holistically- short stories do improve that outcome because they are in some 
sense 'finished'- so using short stories by the same author of longer texts is of 
real value. In additional the semantic language fields rooted in classical literature 
and the various liturgies are rarely, if ever, now embedded in our students' 
schema - so I have been able to focus on what is needed to access the text 
whilst reading whole texts’. Another participating teacher spoke of the need to 
‘promote the joy of narrative and capture that sense of being ‘lost’ in a story world 
which only comes with the investment in a whole text’. She also explained 
concerns that, ‘we need to read more in our English classrooms, simply because 
we get better at reading by doing it’. Her pedagogy had shifted towards reader 
response models underpinning teaching, ‘I am increasingly drawn to text world 
theory as a method for approaching texts, in terms of finding ways to activate and 
build upon students’ schema to enable them to access literature: inviting them to 
draw what they see when first encountering a new text world. I believe in the idea 
that learning is an active, contextualized process of constructing knowledge 
rather than acquiring knowledge; that knowledge is constructed based on 
personal experiences and hypotheses of the environment.’ 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on 
practice 
Whilst the project has clearly had a significant impact on both the pedagogy of 
teachers and their reader identities, the ultimate test will be what results from that 
pedagogical shift in relation to student habits and attitudes towards reading for 
pleasure. We surveyed students at the start and the end of the project and picked 
three students from each participating class as case studies. We are still 
processing the data from this phase of the research, which suggest that students 
are more engaged, with more firmly established reading habits than before. One 
student in Year 9 believed to be underperforming, disengaged generally and 
easily distracted, independently picked Jamaica Inn to read after a gothic study in 
class. In the words of the teacher, ‘he said to me, Oh Miss, I’m loving Jamaica 
Inn. And I was on page 43 and now I’m on page 132, and it wasn’t his homework 
to read it that night, he’d just decided that he was going to read 90 pages of 
Jamaica Inn on a Tuesday evening for pleasure’.  

Enjoyment in the reading process has been marginalised by both policy and 
practice. We hope now that we are well and truly on the road to reform. We will 
continue to develop our Reading Routines Manifesto [Appendix 1]. Finally, as 
well as sustained professional development, shifts in pedagogy and increased 
student engagement, the project also resulted in collaboration with the local Lions 
club to provide each student in Year 7 with a free wrapped book! 



 

 
 

 
Figure 5 Collaboration with local Lions bookstore 
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Appendix 1: Reading Routines Manifesto - Stop Murdering the Books! 

Our aim is to generate a secure methodology for the teaching of literature, 
underpinned by application of reading theory. We have foregrounded reading for 
pleasure in our discussion, and considered reading for study and its connections 
with writing. Through the intervention phase of the research participating teachers 
(along with nominated classes) shall: 
 

• Articulate a reading approach/pedagogy.  At the start of this project most 
of us said that we were not able to clearly articulate a reading pedagogy 
underpinned by a theoretical perspective. As the project moves through 
the intervention phase, each of us should aim to be able to consciously 
justify our decisions about reading teaching. 

• Use of a form of questionnaire near the start and end of the intervention 
phase to elicit responses about attitudes towards reading. 

• Make time for both reading for enjoyment and reading for study in the 
classroom, by encouraging students to read independently and providing 
time and access for them to do alongside opportunities for response to 
reading episodes; undertake explicit reading teaching during more formal 
reading phases. 

 
In addition, participating teachers may choose to: 
 

1. Undertake shared reading for enjoyment - reading one novel fast 
together with only discussion and visual organisers and no expectation of 
written response 

2. Increase pace of rapid reading - perhaps studying three novels in term 
one, if one of them was undertaken as in 1. 

3. Measuring the amount of time spent in actual reading during the 
term, with a commitment to increasing it from ‘usual’ practice? 

4. Use reading logs for independent reading  
5. Sharing reading complexity directly with students to offer them a 

theoretical perspective - allowing students to reflect on the narrative 
contract offered between reader and writer, and encouraging them to 
identify their relationship with the storyworld - as in reading log examples, 
identifying the moment of ‘entry’ into fictional world in different texts.  

6. Teach and model strategies explicitly to encourage self-monitoring of 
comprehension: summarising, questioning, predicting, etc. 

7. Use of guided reading groups 
8. Make access visible, perhaps by: 

a. Class involvement in running the Lions bookstore so that profile is 
raised dramatically  

b. Not keeping an ‘obvious’ record of book distribution for class 
readers 

c. Giving away ‘old’ departmental books for students to keep 
9. Use of a reading space, either in the LRC or through classroom layout. 
10. Use of reading autobiographies to encourage students to reflect on 

their own reading journeys and make sense of their attitudes towards 



 

 
 

reading and current reading habits. These could be rewritten at the end of 
the term or end of the year with additions of further remembered reading 
experiences alongside the new ones that they have had this year. 

11. Use peer talk - pairs and groups to encourage engagement with 
reading 

12. Participate in an internal or external book award 
13. Extend use of graphic organisers,  
14. Make linking of reading and writing more explicit. 

 

 


