
 

 
 

Title:  ‘Feeling the Freedom’ – R4P at Palm Bay Primary School                                                
Name:  Lizzie Williams, Head Teacher              

Context          “What is Reading for Pleasure?” – Miss Williams, Head Teacher 

“It’s when you’re with your friends and you relax and enjoy reading together.  It’s fun because you 
get to socialise and share lovely books.  You can even put your feet up or lie down.  You get to feel 
the freedom.”   – Byron, aged 8 

I am the Head Teacher of Palm Bay Primary 
school in Cliftonville, Margate - an area of 
significant deprivation (IMD Index).  When I 
started my first headship here in January 
2015, I set out to improve standards in reading 
first, as I strongly believe that reading is the 
most important skill we can empower children 
with; it unlocks all other learning.  Two years 
on, after the successful implementation of a 
phonics programme and the overhauling of 
guided reading, our reading results did, 
indeed, improve – especially for our youngest 
pupils.  But something was missing.  We were doing a better job of teaching the children to read, but 
they were not choosing to read outside of their literacy lessons.   

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

In February 2017, I attended a lecture on Reading for Pleasure by Teresa Cremin.  It was, hands 
down, the most engaging CPD I have attended and, in one short hour, I felt inspired to go back to 
school and rethink the ways in which we support our pupils to develop a lasting love of reading.  I 
booked Teresa to lead an inset day and so our R4P journey began…  

Aims  

 To expand teachers’ knowledge of children’s literature 

 For our children to want to read, choose to read and love reading 

Outline 

New books 

Returning to school from the conference, I looked properly at the books on offer in our book corners 
and was genuinely horrified.  At least 75% of the books were over 10 years old, many were ripped or 
missing covers and our reading areas in general were cluttered and unappealing.  We embarked 
upon a ruthless culling of tatty books and replaced them with more up-to-date, enticing alternatives, 
enlisting the help of a bookseller who was tasked with supplying £3500-worth of books, all of which 
had been published in the last five years.  This proved a powerful way of engaging my teachers with 
modern literature, as well as successfully sparking the children’s interest.  In the words of Aslan, 
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aged 8, “now we’ve got the 2018 Guinness Book of Records whereas before we only had the one 
for 2009 when we weren’t even born”.    

Teacher and Pupil Voice 

A survey of my teacher’s knowledge of children’s literature revealed their typically narrow 
repertoires – when asked to name five authors, picture book creators, poets, or illustrators, the vast 

majority named only ‘celebrity’ authors.  
This was reflected, too, in the books 
they chose to read aloud to their pupils 
– in the previous year, nine out of 
fourteen teachers had read a Roald Dahl 
story to their class and cited him as one 
of their personal favourites.  Stocking 
our classrooms with new books began to 
break this mould.  Children and their 
teachers alike enjoyed having ‘book 
blankets’, discovering new titles (and 
rediscovering old favourites) together. 

A pupil survey showed that attitudes to reading at Palm Bay were 
relatively positive, with 54% of the whole school (425 pupils) saying 
they ‘love reading’ and only 6% saying they ‘don’t like reading’.  
However, a closer look revealed that the most positive attitudes were 
held by the youngest children, and that this steadily declined as they 
got older.  Indeed, not only did Years 5 and 6 have the lowest 
percentage of children who said they ‘loved reading’, but these year 
groups also had the highest proportion who said they ‘don’t like’ or 
are ‘not bothered’ about reading.  The children’s perceptions of 
themselves as readers followed a similar pattern:  Year 1 had the most 
children who considered themselves ‘very good’ readers in contrast to 
Years 5 and 6 which had the least.  In addition to this, the number of 
children who said they ‘never read with an adult at home’ rose sharply 

as they get older, suggesting that, from the age of 7, children are 
having fewer and fewer shared experiences of reading outside 
school.  If reading is becoming a solitary act for the majority of 
them, who is piquing their interest and recommending books to 
them?  I could see what a moral imperative schools have in 
ensuring every child sees reading as a worthwhile, enjoyable and 
important activity.   

The new books captured the imagination of many of our pupils (and 
teachers!).  I interviewed Joel, a very able reader from Year 6, and 
was surprised to hear that even he had struggled to find the right 
book in the past:    “I find it hard to drift into that magical place 
with a book.  But Time Travelling with a Hamster did that for me”.  

Year 4 Book Blanket 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Developing our knowledge of children’s literature and exploring reading habits 

In line with the R4P ethos of allowing children ownership and autonomy in what, where, when and 
how they read, I encouraged similar freedom with my teachers with regard to which strands of R4P 
pedagogy they wished to explore this year.  We have also carried out several whole-school activities, 
including weekly children’s book recommendations by and for teachers in staff meetings and 
teachers have completed and displayed their personal reading rivers after many children and their 
families did the same for homework.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Impact 

 

Teachers have experimented with a range of 
different ideas, involving all five proponents of 
R4P outlined by Cremin et al in her ‘Teachers 
as Readers’ research (UKLA 2008).  Book 
corners have been vastly improved, with the 
best being organised and designed by the 
children; Year 2 chose to categorise their 
books by size whereas Year 4 decided to sort 
them alphabetically by first, not last, name.   

My Reading River (Miss Williams – Head Teacher) Bethany’s Reading River – Year 3 

Teacher book recommendations 
display 

Year 6 Book Corner 

Year 4 Book Corner 



 

 
 

But the most positive impact we have seen so far has been a result of recognising and valuing the 
social nature of reading, and developing routines and spaces to foster this.  Most of my staff 
(including me) hadn’t really appreciated reading as a social act, despite all our ‘happy reading 
memories’ having involved others.   

Here, two of my teachers reflect on the benefits of having regular, protected time to share and 
‘blether’ about books with their pupils: 

“In our class, the children can't wait for 
the afternoon register to be completed so 
that we can get on to our daily 25-minute 
R4P session which is total, inclusive and 
joyous.  Children lay, sprawl, whisper, 
giggle and share.  They’ve asked to be 
'book guides' (a class idea), which means 
wearing a badge for the day and 
promoting a book of their choice, or 
reading it to the class. This is a notable 
change in class behaviour, with more 
hesitant readers realising that it is ok to 
be able to explain a book and say why 
they like it, without feeling any pressure 
to read aloud.  A small group of children have produced a poster to explain to anyone visiting our 
classroom 'how to do' reading for pleasure. The guidelines, written by the children, are; 

 Get comfy 
 Find something that appeals to YOU - a comic, book or what you like 
 Share if you want to 
 Keep talking low so that we can all relax!”  

-Mel Tong, Y2 Teacher 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Mrs Tong’s Reading River 

 

’s Reading River 

Amelia, ‘Book Buddy’, sharing a story 
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“The training has impacted on how I organise reading over 
the week.  We have tried to introduce a lot more ‘shared 
reading’ experiences, whether paired reading, shared 
reading across year groups or reading our class book daily.  
We have also been promoting R4P through informal book 
talk.  I think the children are now seeing that reading can 
be a shared experience whether physically reading a book 
with someone else or just recommending a book.  I’ve read 
lots of our new books and have made an effort to talk to 
the children more about their book choices to expand my 
knowledge of children’s literature.  Our Fridays, ‘Golden 
Reading’ time with Years 3 and 4 is a definite highlight 
when all the children get engrossed in a book in some 
way.  It’s been lovely seeing all children equally enjoying 
books regardless of their reading ability or usual interest in 
reading.”    -George Fox, Y4 Teacher 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Miss Fox’s Reading River 

Year 4  

Year 4 in the ‘Magical Tent of Words’ 



 

 
 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 

An unexpected outcome of these relaxed, informal times for reading is that they seem to be visibly 
improving the children’s wellbeing.   The children enjoy the warmth and comfort of snuggling up 
together; the atmosphere is calm, friendly and respectful; competition and conflict are absent.  
Imogen, 7, describes the scene: “We have teddies, we talk about books and we laugh together.  
R4P is a happy time”.   

One of the challenges of giving central importance to R4P is the standards agenda.  Governors are 
keen to know what measurable milestones underpin this strand of our school development plan, 
and would prefer these to be specific and data-driven, rather than the hope I have articulated to 
them:  that all our pupils experience the addictiveness of truly getting lost in a book, or feeling the 
empty void that is left when a treasured book ends.  By prioritising R4P I do believe that, in time, 
there will be a positive impact on reading attainment, and attainment generally.  It will be a gradual, 
cultural shift, not a quick fix, but I am committed to persevering and protecting this special time at 
school in order that, in the words of Byron, 8, our children can “feel the freedom” of simply relaxing 
and enjoying books with their friends. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Daniel and Lacey, Year 2 Josh’s Reading River, Year 4 


