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OU Research inspiration and rationale 
Below are the principles of reading for pleasure based on the Teachers as Readers (TaRs) 
research that we believe ‘spreading the book love through a spreadsheet’ and ‘teachers 
talking and recommending to children’ attend to: 
  
1. Considerable knowledge of children’s literature and other texts 
2. Knowledge of children’s reading practices 
 3. Recommendations - peers’ and teachers’ valuable contributions 
 4. Reading communities that are reciprocal and interactive. 
 

Aims 
The aim of this particular piece of reading for pleasure practice was to have a better 
understanding of: 

• What children were reading at home and at school. 
• How much the children were enjoying their books. 
• Where the children were finding it hard to find books they liked. 

 
This is an account of how a spreadsheet helps make reading a central, natural and 
pleasurable part of the life of our classroom. It’s also about how it helps us support children 
in their book choices. 
 
After reading The Book Whisperer last year, the first thing I tried to do was encourage the 
children in my class to always exploit little pockets of time in the school day for private 
reading. Thus, when children arrive in the morning they begin their day with a quiet fifteen 
minutes of personal reading of a book they are enjoying. They also have a second, thirty-
minute session of reading (including time for browsing, book talk, and reading out loud) at 
the beginning of every afternoon. They know, too, that when they have finished their set 
tasks, they can either work on a personal writing project or continue their reading. This 
means each child is reading for a minimum of 3 hours and 45 minutes a week. For children 
who do their 30 minutes of home reading too, this equates to over 7 hours of reading a 
week! I like this fact. 
 

Context  
I teach at a three-form entry primary school in the 
south of England. With a colleague, I run the website 
LiteracyForPleasure and curate the Twitter account 
#WritingRocks. 

 

https://literacyforpleasure.wordpress.com/
https://twitter.com/WritingRocks_17


I think it is important and totally justifiable to set aside this amount of time for reading in 
school because, in my experience, you cannot assume that all children are reading much at 
home, given the legitimate pressures of outside activities and the attractions of technology. I 
have, however, devised ways of monitoring the extent of their home reading. I’ve re-thought 
the daily ‘title and page number’ entry in the children’s home-school reading record book, 
and now, over the weekend, children can, if they choose, write a short ‘book-letter’ 
addressed to me, to which I write a brief reply or strike up a conversation with them about it 
during DEAR1 time. 

 
 
To keep track of reading, I spend around ten minutes every couple of weeks with each child, 
collecting information and putting it on a spreadsheet. At the same time, I also ask each child 
to make a quick comment on how their reading is going and to rate out of 10 any book 
they’ve read or abandoned. Children are also allowed to give a book a STAR rating every 
half-term. This means children will review what they’ve read, make decisions and justify why 
they have gone for the STAR rating. Other children’s ears will often prick up during these 
times and so it’s also a great way to showcase these books to the other readers in the class 
and is often the springboard for child-led book talks. The spreadsheet enables me to see at 
a glance how much reading is going on and gives me valuable information about the range 
of books chosen by each child and how personal tastes and preferences are developing. It 
also lets the children know that I appreciate and take seriously the amount of enjoyment they 
are getting from the books they are reading. 
 

For example, it is wholly acceptable and encouraged to abandon a book if you’re not 
enjoying it. We abide by the three chapters rule: children must try at least the first three 
chapters before making the decision to continue or stop. It is interesting that children will 
often come back to abandoned books later in the year. It is also a way for them to 
acknowledge that actually the book is ‘too hard’ for them without really having to say so. You 
can see this in the example above, where Tom was for a while struggling to find anything 
that would stick, but soon found his way again with three books rated 10, 9 and 10 
respectively. I also record my own reading of children’s books on the spreadsheet to show 
the children.  
 
Very early on in the year, it seemed that many of the children read one book at school and 
then another at home. I felt this could be resulting in a lack of continuity and loss of 
motivation for the children. I recommended that they tried reading only one book at a time, 
taking it home every night and bringing it to school the next day.  

                                                
1 Drop Everything And Read 



Through encouragement and reminders, the children generally did this – though some liked 
to read many books at once and the advice was ignored, but this was all right. If the children 
for whatever reason forgot to bring their book in in the morning, they knew that, rather than 
beginning a new chapter book, they could choose from the newspapers, magazines, comics, 
non-fiction, poetry or picture books in the class library. The spreadsheet ensured that I knew 
who had what, and the children knew that they must be responsible for not mislaying books 
at home. To date, a few books have been lost but often kindly replaced by parents! 

 
 

 

 
 

readers. I try to be on hand at the critical moment to see if I can match someone up with a 
book, but I know I must do it in a spirit of tentativeness - I suggest a book in the hope that it 
will be a good choice but I know it might not appeal, so I have to be ready with another 
suggestion. I think it’s important to be always ready with an idea for the next book, 
remembering that it’s all about possibilities, and picking up on the little clues children might 
give you. I also think you can capitalise on what children tell you in conversation. For 
example, one girl said her older sister was learning about the suffragettes and who were 
they? After explaining a little, I brought in Geoffrey Trease’s ‘Bring Out the Banners!’ which 
she enjoyed. She then asked for more books with strong girls winning against the odds, and 
so that first experience set up a kind of train of reading for someone who always had 
difficulty settling on the next book. All this was recorded on the spreadsheet, and we later 
looked back at it together when she was considering what direction to go in next.  
 
 

The class library stock comes from 
personal collections, the local 
community library, and books 
loaned or donated by the children 
themselves (this has taken off in a 
big way). Fiction is a great focus for 
creating a community of readers, 
and the collection tries to be as 
eclectic as possible. The 
spreadsheet has definitely given 
pointers as to what kinds of books 
to put into the library to cater for 
individual tastes. 
 

I ‘drip-feed’ new books at regular 
intervals to stimulate and maintain 
interest. I appoint two librarians every 
fortnight, who will keep the stock tidy 
and make small regular book displays 
on any topic they like. Maximising the 
children’s involvement in all aspects of 
the library makes them feel that it is 
really theirs. As a reader myself, I 
understand that at different times 
children need a mixture of challenge, 
comfort and the opportunity to re-read 
favourites, and also that sometimes they 
simply don’t have any idea of what they 
want. The spreadsheet clearly alerts me 
to what may be going on for individual  
 



 
 

Impact 

 
ways of enriching it. Through the spreadsheet, I was able to see how much reading was 
going on and whether there were any concerns, for example, difficulties in finding the right 
book, 
which could then be addressed in individual conversations. And talking on an informal and 
intimate basis with children about their reading and supporting their choices added to the 
data on the spreadsheet in a valuable way. I felt that having the spreadsheet available for all 
to see had a positive influence on children’s motivation to read and their eagerness to 
indulge in book talk at any time, encouraging them to read a great deal (and, incidentally, 
gain high scores in reading across the board). 
 
 
 

Books have become a valued part of 
our little community. They are always to 
hand, to be sampled, handled, sniffed, 
pored over, referred to and talked 
about. Enthusiasm is infectious. Some 
great conversations take place when 
two children are browsing together and 
when they read together. I have also 
found that, when the spreadsheet is 
being filled in, ‘booktalk’ sessions 
develop spontaneously and informally, 
when the children often have the urge 
to tell everyone about this or that good 
read. Children will often recommend 
books to me as bedtime reading 
because, through our conversations, 
they get to know my tastes. I always 
find this very gratifying, and it’s helped 
me discover new authors and genres. 

 

I’ve described a particular initiative (the 
spreadsheet) and best practice (talking to 
individuals about their reading and 
suggesting future possibilities for reading 
for pleasure). The initiative and the good 
practice work well alongside each other. 
Seeing on the spreadsheet what children 
were choosing to read from a (necessarily 
limited) book stock gave valuable evidence 
about home reading and how much 
children were enjoying the books they had 
chosen. This provided information about 
the quality of the book   



Reflecting on the impact 
The spreadsheet is definitely a practice we would like to be carried out in every classroom 
every year. In the experience of my colleague and myself, it contributed significantly to our 
awareness of children’s reading habits and to the quality and patterns of their reading. It 
encouraged book talk and the feeling of a community of readers, so it could only be for the 
good. 
 

The ambition is for it to be accepted as part of the school’s literacy practice, begun as early 
as possible in the child’s reading life, and for everyone to understand that not only is it a 
fascinating record of a child’s reading over time but that it helps us take steps to enrich 
reading in the classroom. Also, we could consider recording our adult choices of text on the 
spreadsheet as well as the children’s books we are finding time to read! 
 


