
 
Reader Teacher: Total Immersion by Adam Parkhouse 

(@Parky_Teaches) 
For consideration within the Egmont Awards – Experienced Teacher 

Context 
I am currently  a deputy head/class teacher in Cantley 
Primary School in rural Norfolk. We have around 100 
children on roll, and have been under three headships 
in my 9 years at the school. Since starting there, 
reading has always been a large focus, but largely 
procedural for a large number of pupils. We got good 
results, we had a range of fluent readers, but not a 
range of engaged ones. The teachers were involved in 
the teaching of reading, but not in the actual reading of 
books or sharing that with the adults and pupils in our 
community. Our journey has taken a few years but we 
are now starting to see the seeds planted bear fruit.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
OU Research inspiration and rationale 

Despite being an avid reader outside of school, I never really considered the impact this could have on my pupils. 
When I started training, I focused more on reading children’s books than I did on academic reading, but this 
knowledge dissipated as I started teaching. This changed once I made a life-changing recommendation to a pupil 
in our school based on a children’s book series I chose to read myself. I then made a conscience decision to raise 
the appeal of reading for pleasure to alleviate the potential impact of SATs in deterring the pupils from a future 
love of reading. 
 
My approach was two-fold. One, increase and use my own knowledge of children’s literature to allow me to make 
informed and varied recommendations. Two, to raise the profile through putting a concerted emphasis on the joy 
of books, reaching out to parents and pupils alike. This was timed to coincide with a group of children who had 
struggled to engage with books throughout their time at school, and had insufficient modelling outside of the 
classroom. My journey as a reader teacher has led to me becoming aware of research that will influence and 
enhance the culture we currently have.  
 

Aims 

Our specific aims were both tied to school performance and my belief that these unengaged children had been 
shown the wrong approach in reading cultures up until this point. By developing their interest, or even their intrigue 
in books, I hoped to bring reading for pleasure into the lives of those who didn’t see it the way I did. I intended to 
do this through bringing in half-termly ‘Big Read’ events alongside looking into other community opportunities.  

As a reader, I set out to expand my knowledge of authors, genres and types of book across a range of age 
groups. I would share my reading habits and interests regularly with pupils in my class. 

Outline 

In 2015 I was given the opportunity to redesign my classroom with a significant lottery grant. I used this to improve 
the space with a bespoke, inviting reading corner. This focal point started conversations about reading, and was 
an instant opportunity to raise the profile publicly.  

From there, we needed to innovate our approach to 
shift away from reading as a process. Having done 
‘Big Writes’ and ‘Big Maths’, I wondered why we didn’t 
do something similar for reading. Our short silent 
reading sessions did not reflect my own reading 
habits, and so the ‘Big Read’ was born. Children do 
not read in short bursts at home, sat upright on plastic 
chairs. Neither do I. They sit on sofas, they sit upside 
down, they take time to immerse themselves in their 
personal choices. I wanted to change my class’ habits 
to match mine.  

The Big Read simply involved children bringing in 
whatever they wanted to read, and I allowed them to 
bring in pyjamas, dressing gowns, cushions and 
duvets to transform my classroom. Once calm had 
been established, children had one hour to read uninterrupted. I would read alongside them, as would my TA. This 
has since been a tradition in my class that the children look forward to, and has spread to other schools in our 



 
federation. It seems to be coming back into awareness through other teachers online, which I’ve seen described 
as ‘comfy reading’.  

In September 2016, I was aware that children were reaching for the same stories, often bringing in their own 
books instead of making use of our back catalogue of books. I just wanted to make sure books didn’t spend a 
lifetime on a shelf, and simultaneously celebrate our reading corner. A whole-school ‘Bookshop’ event was held, 
where we purposefully displayed age-appropriate books in each class. Parents were invited to come in, browse 
and take books home for themselves to read. This was held at home time to get the biggest audience. The rooms 
were full (possibly down to the biscuits), but more importantly I got have an actual conversation about reading 
habits with parents themselves. Parents were coming back and talking with me about how their efforts led to 
making more informed choices with their children. We even managed to reach out to families where books weren’t 
a big focus in the house.  

These successes inspired me further. I sought any opportunity to engage the children in the joy of books, 
including entering our school to be Blue Peter Book Award judges. We got accepted. I couldn’t believe my luck at 
getting involved with something so huge for a school so small. Here is a link to some of our work: 

https://www.booktrust.org.uk/news-and-features/features/2017/january/getting-kids-into-reading--tips-from-blue-
peter-judging-schools/ 

The arrival of the books was amazing, and the timeframe was short which focused the children on their efforts. We 
quickly became familiar with new authors and I reached out straightaway to them and they were fantastic in 
responding. 

At the same time, World Book Day’s display competition in 2016/17 captured my imagination. It was about turning 
your school into a world of stories. Maps in books have always held a special place for me, and the idea of there 
being an infinite number of stories in our tiny little school struck a chord. We went through every book in the 
school looking for maps, photocopied them and created a huge collage. I also hung flying books from the ceiling to 
lead children through the school corridor. Other classes created similar displays on the same theme. We were 
lucky enough to be selected as one of the top 100 displays, and another chance to show our local community how 
much we valued the enjoyment of reading.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The final change was me. I wanted to expand my knowledge of children’s literature (both to improve my teaching 
and for my own curiosity). I engaged with authors on Twitter, followed conversations about recommendations, 
added to my collection, sought books out at the library, and talked relentlessly about these with pupils as they 
clogged up my classroom. For the last three years, I have attempted to read my height in books (using 
#readmyheight), and even wrote about these experiences in Teach Primary magazine. In setting myself arbitrary 
targets I saw what life might be like to be a reluctant reader who is reading because they have to, not because 
they want to.   



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

#readmyheight 

Year 1 

The Experimental 
Phase 

#readmyheight 

Year 2 
Taking it seriously 

 

#readmyheight 

Year 3 

Impact beyond our 
school 



 
Impact 

The impact throughout has been fantastic. Big Reads saw children interact with books in school in ways they 
never had before. Children love the chance to get more than a few pages into their stories before having to stop. 
Bringing in graphic novels (from my own reading) as well as beautiful, engaging non-fiction texts (including Star 
Wars ones, a personal favourite) has seen readers expand their horizons and experiences. Certain books became 
passed around entire year groups (Thornhill, Geis and Meanwhile spring to mind) and were talked about 
throughout the year. Interactions with authors such as David Solomons and Cressida Cowell have inspired 
children to read series of books that they might not have heard of. I now read more to my class, and make time to 
do so. I am still trying to find the right balance here, but hearing children say things under their breath like “This is 
the best bit, when he does the voices” makes it all worthwhile. I have new favourites, and can comfortably make 
recommendations when needed. Children come from other classes to come and ask about their next choices, and 
I’m more confident in helping them. 

There is a real emphasis on personal choice; reading is varied and children are actively reading about things like 
politics with real interest. The variety of reading brought along to our Big Reads has been fantastic and I love 
seeing children buy books based on snippets read aloud in the classroom. From a school performance point of 
view, our reading assessments have improved, with some children making over 2 years’ progress in one 
academic year.  

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 
We have a way to go as a school for the impact to filter through all the way down to Reception. All the teachers 
are keen readers, and keen to influence their classes. Reading aloud to classes is happening all the time, but we 
need to share the impact of Big Reads, which only happen infrequently in other classes.  

I continue to be a growing fan of new and varied authors and books, paying too many overdue fines thanks to 
leaving them in my classroom for too long. I had the aim of setting up a reader teacher group to go alongside a 
Writing Teachers group at the UEA, but job and family commitments prevented this from being practical. 
Thankfully, someone else has (coincidentally I believe) done so, and in time I will be turning up to meetings. 

Initiatives this year have involved employing a ‘Chief Bookworm’ and with some extra ‘bookworms’ to help take the 
book chat around the school. This child will also be in charge of writing reviews, making book purchases and 
engaging with all the other children. I am also fortunate enough to work near last year’s winner of the prize, so will 
be paying a visit soon to see what we can take from his Book buddies scheme.  

     
 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Variety of reading choices, 
speed-dating with books and 

Blue Peter judging 



‘Big Read’ In Action 

 


