‘Wild Readers’ at Forest School:

‘We’re wild about reading and we read in the wild!’

Claire Williams
St. Andrew’s C of E Primary School

Context:
I am the Year 5 teacher, Reading Coordinator and a Senior
Leader at St. Andrew’s C of E Primary School, a one-form entry
primary school in North Essex.
As a school, we are committed to developing as a community of
engaged readers and we are continually striving to improve our
reading for pleasure pedagogy. I am passionate about fostering a
love of reading and giving children ‘irresistible’ experiences of
reading that support their development as lifelong readers.
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Research Inspiration and Rationale:
• The Teachers as Readers (TaRs) research revealed the importance of richly engaging reading
spaces, both physically and socially, in developing children’s reading for pleasure (Cremin
et al., 2014).
• TaRs also highlighted that teachers’ knowledge of children’s reading practices and
preferences is fundamental to bringing about positive change in classroom reading cultures
and developing highly reciprocal and social reading environments.
• In addition, giving children choice and ownership was found to be an important factor in
the creation of new social spaces for reading that develop positive attitudes towards
reading.
• How did these findings of the TaRs research inspire me?
As well as coordinating Reading, I am also our school’s Forest School Leader. I was
approached by a group of children asking whether we could start a Book Club at Forest
School. These findings of the TaRs research underpinned the development of this new
reading space.

Aims:

• To develop my knowledge of the children’s reading practices and preferences, in terms of their
preferred reading spaces.
• To work collaboratively with the children to create a new reading space, both physically and
socially engaging, in our school’s outside environment.
• To explore the potential of an outside environment to support children’s engagement, reading
stamina and informal booktalk.

Outline:

• The children had ownership over the creation of our new Book
Club from the very beginning – their preferences as readers and
voices have shaped every decision that has been made.
• Before the Book Club started, any children interested in being members were invited to attend a
meeting. During the meeting, we discussed our vision for the Book Club. The discussion was led
by the children, who were unanimously clear that they wanted our Book Club at Forest School
to be a relaxing space and time for reading.
• Reflecting on their preferences as readers, a lot of
time was spent discussing ways of creating ‘cosy
corners in the forest’ and ‘comfortable places to curl
up and read’’; being comfortable in this new reading
space was at the top of the children’s agenda.
• This included the potential to build ‘dens’
or ‘burrows’ – ‘dark’ reading spaces that
they could crawl into with a torch – and a
‘Forest School Blanket Box’.

Outline:
•
•

The desire to engage
with a diverse range of
texts at this Book Club
was prominent in their
discussion, including
‘old favourites’, poetry
and magazines. In
addition, the children
asked whether the TA
and I could choose
‘surprise books’ for
each session so that
they could also ‘Blind
Date a Book’.

When discussing the
possible structure of
each Book Club, one
child suggested finishing
each session with time
to reflect together and
make recommendations
around the log circle.
Another child built on
this to suggest having a
pack of Post-It notes in
the ‘Forest School Book
Chest’ as another way
of making
recommendations
to each other.

• It was important to the children that they had the freedom to
read in pairs or groups, as well as in solitary spaces.

Outline:

• As requested, I bought a dedicated basket to be
the ‘Books and Blankets Basket’ – the deer-print
lining was perfect as we spot muntjac deer at
Forest School from time to time!
• As we discussed text choices further ahead of
the first session, the children decided that they
would like to choose which texts to take before
each session; some wanted to continue
something they were already reading, others
wanted something that they would only read
at Forest School.

• The sessions take place for an hour after school each Friday. Each session, the children have
the freedom to dedicate their time to either creating a new reading space or reading, as
they wish, rather than having a set time that they must be reading.
• I always take something to read, too. I have a responsibility to be
continuously assessing and managing risk, but when the children’s chosen
reading spaces allow, I read alongside them.

Impact:

• Something that has fascinated me from the beginning of the ‘Wild Readers at Forest
School’ journey is how the children’s ideas mirrored practices and preferences in
the classroom. For example, many children choose to read in ‘dens’ under tables
during independent reading time and they were keen to find ways to replicate this
space in the Forest School environment.
• It was interesting that they wanted to develop strategies that I have introduced in the classroom
as well. For example, having Post-It notes as a way of making recommendations to each other
and building in time for reflection at the end of each session. Initially, I was wondered whether
these suggestions were being made to ‘please’ me; however, further discussion has shown that it
is because they value how they think these strategies support their growth as readers.

Impact:

• The children had asked for freedom to spend their time either creating a new
reading space or reading, rather than having set times that they must read, and I
knew that this would be revealing in terms of the children’s genuine engagement.
Would they spend the whole time building dens or would they create a reading
space and then settle down to read?
• Much of the time during the first couple of sessions was spent exploring, building and switching
from one space to another. Not much time was spent reading. I had to resist the temptation to
intervene and trust in the children enough to follow their lead, encouraging them to reflect on
the choices that they were making as readers as and when I felt it would be supportive. Inside, I
was worried that they would never settle – even children who I knew usually showed positive
engagement in the classroom weren’t settled.

Impact:

• As time passed and we reached the fourth and fifth sessions, I began to observe a
change. As soon as we arrived at Forest School, most of the children seemed to
‘know’ exactly where in the forest they were headed and with whom. I was overhearing snippets of conversation like ‘I’m off to my tree – I’ll see you at the end!’
and ‘I hope our den is still how we left it!’. I found the use of possessive adjectives
really interesting – the way that the children were taking ownership of the reading
spaces that they had created.
• It has become a much more ‘still’ environment. Once the children have returned to their
reading space, there is very little movement until the end of the session. If a child does
move to a different reading space, it tends to be because they want to share something
that they have read with another child or because they’ve decided to read something else.
Some children always choose to read alone and some children always choose to read with
others, their choice of text plays a role in this. For example, one child had started a session
reading a novel alone, then switched to a Calvin and Hobbes treasury and told me that
he would enjoy it more if he could find somebody to share the jokes with. In this
respect, the children are reflecting in-the-moment on themselves as readers and making
choices in terms of space that meet their preferences.

Impact:

• When I asked the children in my class to reflect on their preferred reading spaces, the
majority of those who attend Wild Readers at Forest School included this
environment. In line with my observations, they all drew spaces that they had
identified as their own and were clear about whether this was a solitary space or a
space that they enjoy with others – the ‘with whom’ seems to be as important as the
space itself.

• In shared reading spaces, children tend
to either choose a book to read
together or read independently,
sharing particular parts of what they are
reading that they think might interest or
make others laugh, for example.

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice:

• The TaRs research revealed the importance of richly engaging reading spaces, both
physically and socially, and the role of giving children choice and ownership in
creating these in order to develop reading for pleasure.
• On reflection, continuing to trust the children enough to follow their lead, even when I was initially
worried about their engagement, was critical. At times, I felt I should be limiting levels of movement
but I now recognise how important this was in enabling the children to find a reading space that
they could take ownership of and enjoy. My observations show me that there have been such
changes in the children’s engagement and stamina as readers. Giving them freedom, ownership and
time was fundamental in supporting this.
• In line with the findings of the TaRs research, it was clear as the children discussed their vision that
both the physical and social aspects of the environment were important to them; we understand as
teachers that these aspects are important in developing reading for pleasure, and children recognise
their value too. Ultimately, giving the children the freedom to reflect on their preferences
as readers in order to create their own reading spaces resulted in far higher levels of
engagement than if I had tried
to create reading spaces for them.

