
 

 
 

Book ‘Tasting’ – judging a book by its cover  

(and blurb!) 

Lucy McManus 

Context 
A recent international survey found that pupils aged 9-10 in Northern Ireland are 
amongst the best readers in the world. (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS), 2016). The survey also found that the proportion of Northern Irish pupils who 
‘very much liked reading’ (39%) was lower than the international average (43%). This 
statistic emphasises that now is a very appropriate time for teachers to encourage 
reading for pleasure (RfP) in their classrooms.  
 
This project took place in a primary school in West Belfast. The school has over six 
hundred and fifty pupils and places a strong emphasis on literacy. The RfP project was 
carried out in a primary four class with sixteen boys and fourteen girls who engage in 
guided and shared reading for one hour daily. The class library is well equipped but 
features many books by the same authors.  

 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 
 The International Reading Association (Moore et al., 1999: 3) highlight that the 21st 
century requires adolescents to read and write more than at any other time in history.  
 
“They will need advanced levels of literacy to perform their jobs…and cope with the flood 

of information they find everywhere they turn.” 
 

Reading is an essential life skill to possess, and it is the responsibility of schools and 

parents to ensure that pupils have proficient reading skills by the time they leave school.  

Clark and Rumbold (2006) claim that RfP enhances reading attainment, writing ability, 

text comprehension, grammar and vocabulary. Clark and Rumbold (2006) claim that RfP 

enhances reading attainment, writing ability, text comprehension, grammar and 

vocabulary. They also identify several other benefits including,  

 

 



 

 
 

 

The idea for this project was a result of my experience on the Study USA programme at 
Saint Leo University, Florida. I was introduced to a wealth of diverse, high quality 
literature in Florida, and believed a ‘Book Tasting’ would be an excellent way to 
introduce new books to the pupils in this class. 

 
 
Aims  

As a teacher I wanted to expose pupils to new and fresh literature to encourage them to 
read high quality books at home and in school. The project aimed to give pupils the 
opportunity to sample different genres of books to find one they would enjoy.  
 

The RfP pedagogy (Cremin et al., 2014) outlines that teachers should effectively 
use their wide knowledge of children’s literature and other texts to enrich children’s 
experience and pleasure in reading. I used my professional knowledge to research high 
quality literature that would be suitable for the project. I carefully selected books that 
had won Newberry and Caldecott medals and included a range of books appropriate to 
the reading levels in the class.  

 
Encouraging pupil choice was another aim of this project. Clark and Phythian- 

Sence (2008) assert that choice is an important factor in developing RfP as choice and 
interest are highly related. This was reflected through the freedom of choice given to 
pupils in the class as they sampled literature on offer. 

 
Furthermore, this project aimed to provide a diverse reading experience for 

pupils to include literature about poverty, the refugee crisis, race and disability. 
Different formats of books were also included such as paperback and interactive e-
books. This aimed to act on pupil interest in ICT to motivate readers. iPad applications 
such as ‘Bug Club’ assist and motivate readers by providing word pronunciation and 
definitions.  

 
Finally, this project aimed to create a social reading environment by giving pupils 

a chance to discuss what they read, express opinions and use criteria to give book 
ratings.   
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Outline 
For this project, the classroom was transformed into a ‘book tasting café’ complete with 
café music, table decorations and book tasting menus. I dressed up as a ‘Book Tasting’ 
chef to excite and engage the students in the activity. Pupils sampled books of different 
genres and discussed if they wanted to read more of the book. Each table was divided by 
book genre to make the information manageable and allow for easy group rotation. 
These genres included adventure books, graphic novels, non-fiction books and books 
about diversity.  
 

 
 

Before the book tasting, we discussed how to preview a book. I reminded pupils 
that during this activity they could read aloud or silently, change books and write honest 
reviews in their book tasting menus. This encouraged them to consider what made the 
cover appealing, justify their opinions and articulate why they would/ would not like to 
read more of this book. Afterwards, the whole class engaged in discussions with any 
book recommendations they had. When pupils had rotated four times, they filled in a 
reflection napkin to record their thoughts and feelings about the activity.  

 
At the end of the book tasting, I used the ‘Kahoot!’ iPad application to gain 

information about the most popular books from each genre. Pupils enjoyed voicing their 
opinions and were delighted that they had ownership to choose a book for the class to 
read together. This follows the RfP pedagogy (Cremin et al., 2014) which highlights the 
need for teachers to let children control more of their own reading and exercise their 
rights as readers.  
 

Impact 
Upon reflection, the project had an incredibly positive impact for the pupils involved. 
Firstly, they had the opportunity to experience new and different types of literature 
which broadened their horizons and involvement in reading.  
 
The project also gave pupils a place to openly discuss their opinions with their peers and 
engage in meaningful conversation about books. Talking skills were developed through 



 

 
 

oral feedback to their peers and the teacher. Furthermore, pupils were empowered to 
take ownership of the books they read during the project.  

 
Pupil comments and observations reinforced the success of the project. One pupil in the 
class with a disability was thrilled to read a book which explored the daily life of a young 
girl who was deaf. This pupil loved the comic style of the book and identified with the 
character, 
“I’ve never read a book like ‘El Deafo’. The story was about a girl who was deaf, but she 
showed everyone else that she was stronger because she was deaf. I could understand 

what that was like because I have spina bifida and it’s made me strong too.” 
 

Another pupil, who normally doesn’t enjoy reading, commented on his choice, 
“I liked that there were lots of new books to try and my favourite book was ‘sharks’ 

because I learned that some sharks can have 135 babies at one time.” 
 

Other pupils enjoyed the layout of the classroom and the novelty of the activity, 
“I liked the way I had a menu for each section and I could write down what I thought 
about each book. The classroom was set up like a restaurant and the books were the 
starter, main course and dessert. That was fun. I’d like to do a book tasting again.” 

 
The reflection napkins also indicated an overwhelmingly positive response to the book 
tasting. Pupils were engaged and couldn’t wait to tell their parents about the books that 
they read. 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on 
practice 
I found this project to be an extremely worthwhile experience for my own professional 
learning as a student teacher. Primarily, it gave me the confidence to take an idea and 
make it suitable for the needs of a specific group of children. I will continue to carry out 
similar reading projects when I am a newly qualified teacher. I would like to see the 
project carried out on a whole school level, perhaps to celebrate World Book Day and to 
offer opportunities for focused book talk as the TaRs research recommends.  I have also 
reflected on how children’s reading preferences should be taken into consideration to 
improve interest and motivation to read.  
 
Finally, I have reflected on the fact that reading is a skill that children will need for their 
entire lives. The outcomes of reading will occur more often and more strongly if reading 
is enjoyable in the first place. The National Literacy Trust’s (NLT, 2016) Annual Review 
found that children who enjoy reading are more likely to read daily (45.7% vs 9.9%) than 
those who do not. If reading is enjoyable in school, pupils will be encouraged to read for 
pleasure at home and incorporate this into their everyday lives.  

 

 


