
 

 
 

Reading for Pleasure in a Hospital School: a 
Teachers’ Reading Group 

Katie Kibbler           

Context 
This year I have been teaching Secondary English at The Children’s Hospital School at 
Great Ormond Street Hospital and UCH, in central London, after three years teaching in 
a mainstream London secondary school. The school teaches students while they are in 
hospital, from Early Years up to Secondary level, covering a broad curriculum. Pupils 
have a diverse range of medical conditions, including profound disabilities, mental 
health conditions and physical needs arising from medical conditions.  
Students come from all over the UK, and so we encounter students at many different 
types of schools, and with varying engagement and attendance at school. Obviously the 
children we teach can be very unwell, but generally students engage very positively with 
education with us, and enjoy the sense of continuity, community and escapism that 
school can provide. 
 
When I set up the group at the beginning of the year, I initially advertised our Teachers’ 
Reading Group (TRG) to teachers in the borough of Camden and North London, but ours 
ended up consisting of teachers from our school – including one secondary Science 
teacher, an Early Years teacher, two primary teachers, an SEN specialist and 2 secondary 
English teachers (including me!). As such, our TRG took on a really interesting function 
and was adapted specifically for our unique educational setting.  

OU Research inspiration and rationale 
I have been interested in reading for pleasure and the challenges it poses in school 
settings since my PGCE, but particularly since my master’s research into students’ 
personal experiences and the ways these affect their encounters with prescribed texts. I 
have found Gabrielle Cliff Hodges’ [2010, 2016], Teresa Cremin’s [2014] and John 
Yandell’s [2013] research particularly interesting, especially with regards to celebrating 
and validating students’ individual tastes and interests, and acknowledging a wide range 
of reading modes.  

This year, with a change of setting, I felt I had a unique opportunity to examine the 
connection between students’ personal lives and school lives more explicitly, and to try 
to understand how their personal reading for pleasure choices may affect the ways they 
experience school whilst in hospital. When children are staying in hospital the distance 
between home and school closes, meaning that reading as an activity can be both a 
private and a public pursuit. 



 

 
 

I felt that to take advantage of this privileged insight into students’ reading habits, I 
needed to expand my knowledge of children’s literature.  

I therefore decided that the key criteria I would need to focus on would be to develop  

• ‘1. Considerable knowledge of children’s literature and other texts’ and to 
become a ‘teacher who read[s]’ (consistently!) 

As well as this, I wanted to begin to generate a culture within the hospital school where 
teachers could recommend and be recommended books to students (and each other!); 
where reading was a given and informal book talk was a way to get to know new 
students quickly and form a rapport – important for us in our setting, when our students 
turnover can be understandably rapid. Therefore,  

• ‘2. Knowledge of children’s reading practices and  

• 3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy which includes: Social reading environments, 
reading aloud, independent reading, informal book talk, inside-text talk and 
recommendations also became important. 

Aims  
I wanted to address my own out-dated knowledge of children’s literature, as well as use 
the unique opportunity of our setting as a chance to develop my teaching of English by 
developing a better-rounded, informed understanding of contemporary writing for 
young people.  

At the beginning of the school year, moving into this setting from mainstream English 
teaching, I was struck by the way the school treats every student as a whole child, and 
treats wellbeing as a priority; reading for pleasure seemed an obvious way to both 
engage students in the idea of looking outside their immediate situations, and 
potentially beginning a dialogue that could be about something beyond their previous 
grades or experiences with education.  

My intentions were simply:  

- To read more children’s literature 
- To work collaboratively with my new colleagues to share ideas and build 

practice 
- To build book talk and reading for pleasure into my secondary English teaching 

practice 
- For reading for pleasure to support students’ well-being whilst in hospital 

Outline 
The structure of our meetings generally followed this pattern:  

- Sharing most recent reading recommendations 
- Discussing any themes/ideas that connected with reading for pleasure in the 

news/blogs/articles read 
- Planning next steps for our online reading community 

The overall structure of our sessions went as follows:  



 

 
 

Session 1 

 
 
Evaluating our current practice. Discussing possible focus for the sessions. 
Reflecting on our environment and the types of texts this might mean 
students/teachers could benefit from reading. 

Session 2 
Sharing books read since last meeting. Deciding on a focus long term: developing 
a dedicated online platform for sharing recommendations.  

 
 

Sessions 3-5 
Sharing books again; narrowing/switching focus between meetings if necessary to 
ensure we were individually developing our reading repertoires as appropriate to 
our personal aims 
 

Session 6 
Evaluation of the process, planning for next year!  



 

 
 

Between meetings 3 and 5…… 
we realised that we had been reading texts from libraries and bookshops but that we 
wanted to be able to recommend from the texts we already had at school. We benefit 
from a Readwell trolley at our Great Ormond site and Booktrust library pack at UCH, so 
we all chose books from existing stocks to read and share.  

This worked really well and motivated me to read 10 books from our school stocks 
during the course of the project. 

We came up with a simple format for posting reviews on our Google+ community to 
make it easy and ensure consistency when sharing our reading: 

Photo of the book cover/yourself reading the book somewhere 

Title of book: 

Author: 

Recommended age range: 

Genre: 

One or two sentence synopsis: 

One of two sentences about why you enjoyed/recommend: 

I also displayed our Booktrust books prominently in the classroom with brief reviews so 
that students and staff could physically engage with the texts alongside the virtual 
platform.  

 



 

 
 

Impact 
I feel that the impact on my own practice has been profound. I have:  

- read more children’s literature and YA this year than any other year of my adult 
life (19 books, to date!) 

- had informal book-related conversations with students and parents, colleagues 
and wider professionals in our setting (including nursing staff, cleaners, art 
therapists and doctors) I would not have otherwise had 

- incorporated book-talk into everyday teaching 
- used discussions around reading as a go-to first lesson with new students to get 

to know them better (based on the ‘rivers of reading’ activity) 
- presented at the LATE Spring Conference (March 2018) about the value of book 

talk and reading for pleasure in the hospital setting 
- been able to make authentic recommendations to students, tailored to their 

individual interests and engagement  
- witnessed patients/parents purchasing and reading books after informal 

discussions 
- enjoyed informal talk, daily, about books with and amongst my colleagues 

(Maths and Science teachers!) 
- enjoyed regular book swapping with an art therapist colleague 

 

Reflections on impact the Teachers as Readers 
research had on practice 
In our final meeting, we discussed the future of our book group. All teachers want to 
continue in my absence with the project next year, which is really encouraging. 
Members who of the group have even asked for summer reading, and another colleague 
wants to join for next year. Although our Google+ page was generally used between us, 
some members of the group have begun to use it with their students, which would be a 
great development if it continues in the next school year.  

Next year, members of the group are hoping to take turns suggesting a book of the 
month which everyone reads, to build up more of a shared reading experience and 
develop the reading community with more consistency.  

 


