
Year 7 Book Group
By @Rebecca Wildish 
For consideration within the Egmont 
RfP Awards – Experienced Teacher 

This powerpoint was lovingly hand-
crafted on my iPhone while at home 
on maternity leave…



Context

 Hornsey School for Girls is an all-girls 
comprehensive serving the diverse London 
borough of Haringey. 

 As the new Head of Year 7 in 2017 I wanted to 
foster an atmosphere of reading for pleasure 
regardless of prior achievement, in order to 
establish a positive atmosphere for all other 
learning.



Research inspiration and rationale

1. Considerable knowledge of children’s literature 
and other texts

I connected with the experts at our local independent 
children’s bookshop to recommend two titles 
containing:
 Strong heroines to inspire our all-female intake
 Very recently published texts to engage those who 

have already read widely
 Beautiful covers and artwork throughout to appeal 

to more reluctant readers.



I took advice from the lovely 
Urmi at Pickled Pepper Books, 
London N8



2. Knowledge of children’s reading 
practices

2017 was my fifth year at Hornsey School for Girls. 
Discernable patterns by now emerged for me in the 
reading practices of our intake. These were related to:
 Primary school
 Encouragement from parents or older siblings
 Access to texts that were both high-quality and 

engaging 
However, a very wide range of prior attainment in and 
enjoyment of reading was the norm for all year groups, 
meaning any approach had to be flexible and 
inclusive.



3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy 
which includes:

 Social reading environments

The first five minutes of book group were 
dedicated to biscuits and chatting. I tried to 
theme the snacks to match the text and the 
girls loved to work out the connections.



3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy 
which includes:

 Reading aloud

When beginning a new text at book group there 
were always volunteers to read a paragraph. 

As Head of Year 7 I instituted a policy of reading 
aloud in assembly once a week. This would always 
be a different extract from a thematically 
appropriate text. 



Texts read aloud in assembly 
included:



3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy 
which includes:

 Independent reading

Students were encouraged to attend 
regardless of where they had got up to or 
finished the text.

Assembly was also used to remind the year 
group of forthcoming sessions.



Year 7 Book Group!

Drop in on the last 
Wednesday of every 
month

E4: Ms 
Wildish



Year 7 book group are reading:

Can you 
solve the 
mystery? 

The author 
Katherine 
Woodfine will 
visit us in 
November!



Year 7 book group are reading:

Wed 31st Jan 2018 in E4 
@ 3:20pm

What country 
are these three 
images from?



3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy 
which includes:

 Informal book talk

We always rearranged the room into a circle 
of chairs (no desks) to create an informal and 
equal atmosphere. I facilitated turn-taking 
which improved with practice to a point 
where my interventions became less 
necessary.



3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy 
which includes:

Recommendations

Once we had read the two texts I chose (and 
had bought with a Jack Petchey grant), 
students and I drew up a shortlist of each 
other’s recommendations and voted on 
which they would like to read next.



A popular choice due to its striking images 
and the movie that students had enjoyed 
and wished to compare to the original



4. As Reading Teachers: teachers who 
read and readers who teach

Outside my classroom door, my own 
reading is regularly updated and used 
to promote discussions with individual 
students and class groups as a whole





5. Reading communities that are 
reciprocal and interactive

In the circle, I was careful to reward 
contributions which either agreed or 
disagreed with a specific comment made 
by the previous speaker. We all agreed 
that our best discussions were over books 
that divided opinion strongly.



Divided opinions:

I love easy 
reads and I’m 
not ashamed 
of it!

Student B

It was so 
cheesy! I 
hated all the 
LOLs and 
OMGs.

Student A



Aims

My aim was to establish a monthly book group 
with a significant number of regular attendees 
and occasional drop-ins

 I wanted to create a culture of reading for 
pleasure and the informal social space in 
which to discuss this

 This would stretch and challenge the keenest 
readers as well as developing interest in those 
with lower prior engagement



Outline

 Book group met after school once a month

 Authors were invited to visit book group and the 
whole year group 

 The most successful visit was from Katherine 
Woodfine when 3 local primaries also joined us 
to hear her speak about the latest novel in her 
series



Katherine Woodfine
Visited November 2017



Year 7 queued for signed copies



Year 7 and local primary schools
We learnt about millinery by trying on hats



The event generated an atmosphere 
of excitement around reading and 
book group attendance increased



Finances on a shoestring

 From the number of texts sold that day, we gained 
a large number of loyalty points with our local 
independent bookshop which we then redeemed 
on a new set of texts

 This time I chose Little Women due to its 150th

anniversary of publication that year. I gave students 
two post-it notes along with their copy, and told 
them to stick one on a page that felt still relevant 
today, and the other on a page where it felt 
completely dated and different from our time.



Little Women

• Published 1868

(How many years ago?)

• Is it still relevant?

• Why or why not?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QMnT4WKKG2I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QMnT4WKKG2I


We thought Little Women was 
still relevant because:

• Poverty and how to cope with it = important
• The siblings’ behaviour is realistic. They argue but 

still love each other
• Schools still have crazes eg slime!
• Longing for things you can’t have = we all do this
• The character of Jo is wild and fun
• Louisa May Alcott was radical for focusing only on 

women at the time



We thought these elements of Little 
Women were less relevant:

• Amy gets beaten by her teacher
• Amy, Meg, and Beth are quite stereotypical -

not encouraged to be playful like Jo
• Language is formal - “I shall”
• Accent - ‘proper’ American from 1860s eg

Marmee
• It’s compulsory for the girls to look pretty and 

to want to get married



Later, Year 7 held a bake sale to raise 
money to buy more texts

Bookworm brownies tasted as good as they looked!





Establishing a sustainable future:

Students put themselves forward for 
elections eg President, Snack Monitor

 I applied for a new range of ten texts 
from our local bookshop and gave 
students a few minutes with each. Then 
they voted on which to read next.



Put a tick next to
your top three choices!

Author Title Vote

Mitch Johnson Kick
Christopher Edge The Infinite Lives of Maisie Day
Bren MacDibble How to Bee
Jacob Sager Weinstein The City of Secret Rivers
Adam Baron Boy Under Water
Ally Sherrick The Buried Crown
Cas Lester Do You Speak Chocolate?
Lauren St John Kat Wolfe Investigates
Jess Butterworth When the Mountains Roared
Abi Elphinstone Sky Song



Impact
A culture of reading for pleasure was created 
in the year group 2017-18
This can be measured by:

Attendance at book group which grew, 
with around 20 regular ‘core’ members and 
up to 20 who dropped in and out

Prominent displays I created around school 
of the book group schedule and author visits

 Frequent discussions about reading which 
took place between book group members 
outside of hours – in the lunch hall, corridors, 
even once with me in the local park!



Students enjoyed being encouraged 
to read a wide range of texts



Reflections

 The influence of Teachers as Readers is vital, but 
dwarfed by the importance of older peers 
modelling the skills and enjoyment they gain 
from reading for pleasure

 In the second year 2018-19, Year 7s who had 
‘graduated’ to Year 8 were invited into Year 7 
book group to ‘buddy up’ with a younger 
student and discuss texts which both had read, 
as well as to share recommendations for the 
future. This was a very popular session.



Plans for the future

 In the third year, I plan to develop this peer-to-peer 
scheme further by creating Monitors in each year’s 
book group, with a particular focus on outreach. 

 Our students love badges on their blazers and I will 
seek funding to create a special set for Book Group 
members and monitors.

 Ultimately, I would like to train the older years to run 
/ co-run Book Group for the younger years with me
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