
 

 
 

UKLA Book Award Shadowing in Schools 

Emma Kingston                

Context 

I am a year 2 class teacher at Bishop Road Primary 
School, a large state school in Bristol. I also deal with the 
purchasing of high-quality children’s picture books and 
provide support to staff with using them in the 
classroom.  

In order for books to be embedded in our school’s 
practice, it has been important to ensure that teachers 
are kept up-to-date with new authors and titles. Last 
year (2016-17), I was lucky enough to be on the judging panel for the annual UKLA Book 
Awards and the process was so fantastic that I wanted to introduce it back at school to 
support the continued development of my colleagues’ subject knowledge. The award was 
already being shadowed by PGCE students, so I didn’t see why this couldn’t be copied in 
the primary school classroom. 

 

UKLA Book Awards in a snap shot:                           

• The UKLA Book Awards happens annually 
• It is the only book award where the winning books are judged by teachers for 

teachers  
• One of its key aim is to encourage teachers to increase their professional and 

personal knowledge of recently published high quality children’s books 
• There are three categories: 3- 6 years, 7 - 11 years and 12 - 16+ years 
• Selection committees and teacher judges are asked to look for well-written, 

engaging ‘reads’ and, where appropriate, outstanding illustration and design. 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

In order to successfully foster RfP, the UKLA Teachers as Readers research project, which 
underpinned the book award, found that teachers need a considerable (and constantly 
updated) knowledge of children’s literature and other texts.  This subject knowledge has 
to extend beyond well-known texts and authors (like Roald Dahl)!  I was looking for an 
opportunity to help achieve this in a new and different way to refresh staff and children’s 
knowledge alike. 

Aims  

Bishop Road, for a long time, has had books at the centre of everything it does. In school, I 
support the development of my colleagues’ picture book knowledge in a number of ways. 
These include email updates, staff meetings, open drop-in sessions and a display in the 



 

 
 

staffroom. Additionally, I introduce NTQs joining the school  to classics and firm 
favourites, such as Angus Rides the Goods Train, Robot and the Blue Bird, Denver, Blodin 
the Beast, The Little Big Book of Happy Sadness, Moon Man and Augustus and his Smile to 
name but a few. Picture books are successfully used from Reception all the way up to Year 
6 to stimulate discussion and challenge/extend children’s thinking in the classroom. 

However, I am always looking for a new, fresh approach to extend my colleagues’ 
knowledge of children’s picture books. Being on the final judging panel for the UKLA Book 
Awards meant that I found a novel way to introduce staff to new books, with the added 
bonus of it having a real and exciting purpose for children as well.  

I wanted a project that would achieve some of the key aims outlined by the OU research. 
This was to be a project that: 

• Engaged staff and children enthusiastically and reciprocally as readers in school 
• Made staff more confident to give reader recommendations to their children 
• Made staff more confident in their book choices for teaching by identifying multi-

layered texts that inspire and enrich literary experiences 
• Built reciprocal and interactive reader to reader relationships with staff and 

children. 

Outline 

Last year, the annual UKLA Book Awards was held in Bristol, and local teachers like myself 
ended up on the final judging panel. A long list for each category was eventually whittled 
down to shortlist of only six. It was a brilliant experience and so I decided to shadow the 
award with my class first, and then if successful, extend it to the whole school.  

• We decided to look at the 3-6 category picture books as they were a manageable 
length and suitable age –appropriateness.  

• A week was chosen in the run-up to the UKLA winner being announced. 
• As a class we chose our voting criteria and worked out a scoring system. This was 

more elaborate further up the school (see results table below for ideas)! 
• Each class, over a week, read the six shortlisted picture books to their class (either 

hard copies or scanned in). 
• At the end of each book, each class gave it a score based on their voting criteria. 
• During the week, the texts were used in a number of different activities such as 

role play, art projects, spirituality lessons, class discussions and writing sessions.  
• At the end of the week, each class reviewed their final scores and had one final 

vote, so we were then able to compare all 6. 



 

 
 

   

Impact 

The work of Professor Teresa Cremin and her research team has clearly demonstrated the 
links between teachers’ knowledge of children’s books and the likelihood of pupils 
becoming successful readers. Despite this evidence, teachers are seldom given time to 
read new books or funding to purchase them when they do. 

I found that giving my colleagues an opportunity to read a number of new children’s 
books was just as important as finding an overall winner. There are always so many things 
competing for teachers’ attention during the school day that sometimes it can feel a bit of 
an uphill battle. However, by carving out time within the school day, everyone managed 
to read all six books to their classes. That’s 26 members of staff exposed to six new titles 
and authors. That’s also 700+ children taking part in a reading event! 

My children also found it immensely powerful that their opinions were directly 
influencing the judging process. How they responded to each book formed a big part in 
my feedback to the judging panel, and ultimately my final vote. 

Teachers’ thoughts: 

 ‘I was really impressed with how enthusiastically the children got involved with the 
judging of these picture books. Each child had the chance to offer their opinion and the 
collaboration skills they showed by coming up with scores in small groups was great to 
see.’ Mr Weller (Year 4 teacher)  

‘My class loved getting to say what they really thought about books. Often we encourage 
the children to share what they’ve enjoyed, or what their favourite bit was. It was 
refreshing to be able to say if we actually didn’t like something we had read and be real 
book judges.’ Miss Owens (Reception Teacher) 

‘The book shadowing was a great experience- the children really enjoyed the novel way of 



 

 
 

looking at the books. The children were fully engaged and enjoyed looking at several 
picture books at a time to critique them, and they were especially interested in comparing 
styles of illustration and writing.’ Mr Evans (Year 5 teacher) 

‘The children loved that they had been given a big responsibility as picture book judges. 
They also loved the fact that their comments would influence teachers’ book choices for 
younger year groups. This was a great example of real pupil voice.’ Miss Briggs (Year 5 
teacher) 

Children’s thoughts: 

My favourite picture book from the five was The Book Just Ate My Dog! because of the fun 
use of the pages where you were asked to give it a shake. I haven’t seen that before in a 
book. I enjoyed being a book judge because I felt responsible and I liked how everyone got 
their opinions heard. Anya (Year 4)  

I chose On Sudden Hill because of the creativity of the boxes (and I really want to make 
my own ‘Mr Climb Fierce’)! In our class it was okay to say we didn’t like a book. It was fine 
to put a ‘zero’. Benj (Year 4) 

The picture book judging process was pretty different to other things we do with books in 
school. We looked at the books from a different perspective to normal. You got the feel of 
the story and then got to think about it like a teacher because you could choose what you 
thought would work well with younger children. Henry (Year 6) 

Our class voted for The Dad With 10 Children because we thought it was closer to real life 
and you got the humour. We also thought younger children would like the use of block 
colour in the illustrations. Tom (Year 6)  

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 

Observations: In particular, it was the children at the opposite ends of the primary age 
range that surprised and inspired me the most. Reception teachers commented on seeing 
their children ask much deeper questions when looking at the books in a different way to 
usual. Similarly, in Year 6, teachers observed their classes talking about books in a 
markedly different way as they were instead viewing them through the eyes of a 3 – 6 
year old. 

Feasibility: The project was given the green light by senior leadership so teachers weren’t 
concerned about taking time out of the curriculum. Otherwise, it could be easily fitted 
into read-aloud time at the end of the day. I also used assemblies to show the books to a 
wider audience. 

Possible Pitfalls: I am lucky to work in a school that is happy to spend a considerable sum 
of money on books. We were able to purchase a number of each of the titles and this 
made it easier in a larger school. Sharing the titles round could be tricky otherwise, unless 
you teach in a smaller school. 

Next steps: I would love to run this again next year, and am looking to find a way to 
embed the shortlisted texts into literacy planning across KS1. 

Final thoughts: If the UKLA Awards are hosted in your region, I would strongly encourage 
you to get in touch and ask if you can take part. I just sent an email outlining why I 



 

 
 

thought I would benefit and I then joined a large team of enthusiastic local teachers. This 
helped forge some great contacts around the city and I regularly stay in touch, supporting 
teachers in different schools and sharing good practice.  

Also, being on the final judging panel meant that I had the challenging task of reading all 
the shortlisted books in all three age categories. This saw nursery teachers reading fiction 
for teenagers and secondary teachers reading picture books.  

Do it! 

  
 


