
 

 
 

Starting the journey: lighting the fire 

Helen Mulligan (@HelenMull1gan) 

Context 
I am a non-teaching Deputy Head at Bewick Bridge Community Primary 
School in Cherry Hinton, Cambridge. This role has also included being 
English Lead at the school. When I joined the school in September 2015, 
the school was facing turbulent times, with high staff turnover, 
inconsistent (and poor) pupil outcomes. As writing results were 
particularly poor, the initial focus was on developing and implementing a 
range of strategies and approaches related to writing. While those 
interventions began to take effect and embed, it became increasingly clear that we needed to address 
other barriers. There was little active monitoring of children’s reading practices, but it was evident that 
the majority of children did not read regularly, broadly or deeply. In addition, in assessments, children 
were scoring particularly poorly in the domains of making inferences and explaining the meaning of 
words in context. As a result, we decided to focus on reading and helping children to experience 
literature in a way that: 
 

 engages, excites and gives pleasure 
 improves creativity and imagination 
 develops vocabulary and language use 
 supports the development of empathy 

In 2016-17, we participated in a programme called Reading Gladiators in which a small group of higher 
attaining readers in Year 4 engaged, discussed and responded to carefully selected and challenging 
texts. Through this, we had seen the impact of sharing high quality literature in terms of engagement, 
challenge and diversity of reading. I was keen to build on this across the school and the Gladiators 
played a role as early advocates and ambassadors. 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 
The Teachers as Readers (TaRs) research showed that many teachers did not have sufficient knowledge 
of a breadth of children’s authors and poets to foster and cultivate reading for pleasure (RfP) amongst 
pupils (Cremin et al., 2008). There are a number of barriers but ‘without secure subject knowledge and 
thoughtful appreciation of reading and being a reader, teachers are not effectively able to employ a 
reading for pleasure pedagogy’ (Cremin et al, 2008). When teachers, through being readers themselves, 
have a good knowledge of a range of children’s literature and other texts and authors, they are better 
able to develop and support a love of reading in the children they teach. They are able to talk about 
such texts, make tailored reader to reader recommendations and support children to choose texts 
they’ll enjoy and foster reading for pleasure. Furthermore, teachers who know a lot about children’s 
literature, as a result of being readers themselves, provide an example of developing expertise, through 
time, commitment and passion. They model that reading is not merely done to pass a test or please 
others, but that it can contribute hugely to our understanding of ourselves, others and the world 
(building theories of mind), especially when done in a social context (being shared or talked about). 

http://readinggladiators.org.uk/


 

 
 

Aims  

 To raise the profile of reading, especially for pleasure, in the school 
 To make teachers aware of the Reading for Pleasure (RfP) agenda and how it could impact 

outcomes (academic and social/ emotional) in our school 
 To inspire teachers to become more passionate about children’s literature as part of their teaching 

role and encourage them to develop: 
• Considerable knowledge of children’s literature and other texts 
• Knowledge of reading for pleasure pedagogy which includes: 

 Social reading environments 
 Reading aloud 
 Informal book talk, inside-text talk and recommendations 

• As Reading Teachers: teachers who read and readers who teach 

Outline 
I worked with three main approaches: 
 

• Inform teachers 
• Share knowledge and resources 
• Lead by example 

I began by introducing to teachers the RfP agenda, 
including the Research Rich Pedagogies website, and in 
particular to the need to develop teachers’ knowledge of 
literature as a foundation for this work. I had asked all 
classes to do a children’s reading survey in October as a 
baseline; while the purpose of this had been to help 
teachers get to know their class as readers, it had also 

provided concrete and direct evidence of the lack of breadth and depth in their reading diet. This 
provided a launch pad for convincing teachers of the need to teach and support with this element of 
reading.  

As a staff we undertook a review of our practice. We identified 
our current knowledge and knowledge gaps and set individual 
and collective goals focused on Strand 1 (knowledge of 
children’s literature and other texts). 

Following this initial introduction, I continued to share ideas 
and resources for developing knowledge of children’s literature, through staff newsletters, CPD 
sessions, informal staff room talk and peer support. These included many book titles, but also reading 
lists, websites, magazines and organisations. I developed high quality school book collections (by 
author, theme, curriculum topic) which teachers and classes could easily delve into. 



 

 
 

One of the most important things I could do was lead by example. While I have always been an avid 
reader, in my ‘busy teaching life’ it was something that I didn’t often ‘allow’ myself time for and my 
knowledge of children’s literature had room for growth. So, as well as engaging with the resources 
mentioned above, I committed to a 52 book challenge for 2018, started an online reading journal and 
began writing as part of a review panel reviewing new children’s literature. 

As well as setting an example for being knowledgeable about children’s literature, I also wanted to start 
introducing and inspiring teachers, by example, to engage 
with the other strands of the RfP agenda, in particular, 
some of the reading for pleasure pedagogies and being 
reading teachers. 
 
I made reading and book choices more visible and active 
across the school through a range 

of displays and introduced regular ‘Recommended Reads’ assemblies, in which children signed up to 
share books they had recently enjoyed. The Reading Gladiators were instrumental in getting this 
movement going. I did regular ‘Read Alouds’ in whole school assemblies and encouraged teachers to 
introduce this to their timetables. I visited teachers, classes or individual children to talk about books 
I’d read or come across that I thought they (as a class or specific individuals) might like; I encouraged 
them to get back to me with their thoughts and start conversations. I ran an after school book club and 
generally became known as someone who loved reading and loved sharing about reading.  
 

Impact 
• Reading is more visible in the school and in classrooms and there is a buzz about books and 

reading which was not there a year ago 

Just Imagine
Newsletter, book reviews, 

discussion giudes, 
recommedned read list and 

'selecting texts' webinars

CLPE/CLiPPA
Booklists, poetry

resources

Book Awards
Kate Greenaway, 
Carnegie, UKLA

EmpathyLab
Booklists

Twitter

Web resources
Booktrust, Books for 

Keeps, Books for Topics, 
The Schools Reading 

List, Lovereading4kids...

A selection of resources for developing your knowledge of children’s literature 
 



 

 
 

• Teachers are more knowledgeable of a broader range of children’s literature and know ‘places 
to go’ to learn more 

• All classrooms now have regular ‘read alouds’ and some made their shared reading journeys 
more visible through high quality displays and collections 

• Teachers know about the RfP agenda, its importance to outcomes and how to support their 
own professional development in this area 

• There is more informal book talk in classes and regular book swapping between teachers and 
children 

• Recommended read assemblies happen regularly and there is a long waiting list. There is a 
greater range of texts and authors being shared and you see children are developing 
preferences for specific authors. 

• Teachers and children regularly seek me out to ask for book recommendations and share their 
recommendations 

• Books and book sharing has been a vehicle for developing relationships and relating on a 
personal level (informality and equality) through sharing views, opinions, emotions, personal 
connections and expertise – children are able to introduce me to books and authors I didn’t 
previously know 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 
TaRs provided a structure, rationale and evidence base for all my work and this has enabled me to 
prioritise practices I might otherwise have questioned such as informal booktalk or time spent reading 
children’s literature. 
The next steps: 

 Going deeper – class by class 
 Focusing on and developing practice in the following areas: 

 Reading environments 
 Reciprocal reading communities 
 Guiding reading across the school 

 


