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Context
I am a Head Librarian at Arcadia School Dubai. Arcadia School

opened in Aug 2016. The school offers an enriched National Curriculum

for England to students from FS1 to Y8.

We have over 550 students from 58 nationalities. Approximately 30% of

the children are British, leaving 70% coming from 57 other nations.

Our open -plan primary library is located in the center of the primary

building accommodating books in English, Arabic, French, Korean and

Spanish.

Arcadia High school will open its door to Y8 students on August 2020.
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The School is an “Apple Distinguished School” and every child has an iPad. 

At Arcadia we are committed to building and developing a community of readers and aspire to influence reading 

for pleasure throughout the school community. We believe that reading for pleasure is associated with literacy 

achievements and just a well-resourced school library is not enough to ensure students will read. 

On the first week of March 2020, our school went from an

inspection call where we have been told there is an

inspection the following week, to creating online

learning systems for home learning as schools had to close

due to the pandemic.
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OU Research Inspiration and Rationale

Living with lockdown had a considerable effect on the adults in our mostly expat community, with some self-
isolating, shielding or having issues with anxiety. But we cannot imagine how shocking and frightening this
period is if you are a child.

To sustain and develop our reading for pleasure culture when we are physically distant, and students have
varying access to books I focused on all the Teachers as Readers (TaRs) research findings (1-5) (Cremin et al.,
2014).

TaRs found that in order to foster RfP effectively, teachers need to develop:

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

2. Knowledge of children’s reading practices

3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy which includes:

• Social reading environments(virtually)

• Reading aloud

• Independent reading

• Informal book talk, inside-text talk and recommendations

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

5. Reading communities that are reciprocal and interactive
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Aims

• Creating a virtual library where students can access all sorts of reading 

materials.

• Connecting with families and developing reciprocal reading relationships 

between staff, children and parents.

• Promoting informal conversations about books, and books recommendations. 
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Outline
Creating virtual library

Epic:

Before the online learning program started, we had two weeks of spring breaks. These two weeks 

was a great opportunity for me to ensure that children had access to books even without having 

access to the library or bookstores. As we were in 24hr lockdown, this was only possible with an online 

platform. 

As part of my plan for integrating the technology into our reading for pleasure program, students 

from Year 3 and new students joining our school receive an Epic account from the library. Over the 

spring break, I created 210 new epic accounts for all the students in Year 1 and 2 so that they can 

have access to this online library as well. Every single parent of these students was emailed to 

activate their free home access for epic until the end of June.

When we moved to the online learning program, all the students from Y1-Y7 had unlimited access to 

40,000 titles of books, audiobooks, videos and read-along books on their epic.
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Using Epic was a great help in supporting children’s independent reading time and providing access to a

wide range of quality and enticing texts during the lockdown.

It also enabled me as a teacher librarian to continue helping children to make their choices by

recommending books and sending them to the students’ Epic mailbox. For instance, when solar eclipse

happened in our area, I put together a collection including books and videos about solar eclipse and sent it

to my students. I made several different collections based on my knowledge about our students’ reading

practice and send them to their epic mail boxes.
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Bookflix:

Bookflix is one of the popular things in our library

area. I often have children asking if it is real and

if they can download the app. I use Bookflix to

indirectly recommend books and promote

informal book talk.

So, during the lockdown I decided to move our

famous Bookflix to the virtual world.

Our online Bookflix is an interactive presentation

where children can click on the titles to read the

blurb or get the direct link to read the eBooks.

Every two weeks the old titles are replaced with

new ones to keep the list fresh and enticing.
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Virtual Library:

One of the trends during the lockdown was creating virtual classrooms using Bitmoji. It was a fun and helpful 

idea. The interactive elements allow students to click through to see assignments, documents, and websites. 

I used this idea to create my summer reading corner for our middle schoolers, incorporating Bookflix, free 

eBooks, digital literary escape rooms and reading challenges.
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To promote informal conversations about books, and books recommendations

Reading aloud and Library lessons

We use three major digital platforms in our school to 

communicate with students and parents; Tapestry 

for the foundation stage, Seesaw for Y1-6 and 

Showbie for Y7.  During the online learning program, 

we used these platforms for delivering the lessons, 

activities and to mark students’ works and to give 

feedback. 

Fortunately, as a specialist teacher my library lessons

were continued as per our timetable and each year

group had one library lesson each week(15 weeks in

total). I was asked to make sure that the learning

objectives of my lessons cover the reading targets of

each year group with using differentiated activities.

So, I decided to use my lessons to include:

• A purposeful reading aloud which allows for

opportunities to share responses and ideas

about books, authors, illustrations and

encourages discussion about different texts and

genres.

• Differentiated tasks to encourage children to

refer back to the text to support their answers.

• An optional activity at the end of each lesson

to engage them more with the text and

develop their imagination and creativity.

Children’s responses to the lessons was slow but it

was part of the journey as we all were trying to

adapt to the new system and find the best way to

interact.

Very soon my lessons’ engagement went from 30%

to 70 and sometimes 80% in each class.
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Many of Year 1 and 2 students used the voice recording tool to share their thoughts about the books. Soon, I 

realized that parents and sometimes siblings are joining the reading discussions asking children why they 

think this book is a fiction, how does the character feel in a specific part of the story and why. 

In one of the library lessons, I read the book “Colors” by Jenna Kurtzweil with Y2 and for the optional activity I 

asked children to design their own rainbow of hope. One of our talented parents wrote a melody for the 

poem and sang it with ukulele. That encouraged me to put the rainbows (I received around 40 of them )and 

the music together and make a short clip. This clip was seen by the author and she wrote back to us which 

was very inspiring and exciting for our children and even parents.

Message from Jenna Kurtzweil
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Book recommendation:

Recommending books is an ongoing activity in our library for all year groups. Student can earn house points 

for writing book recommendations. We display the recommendations on top of the shelves and for each 

time that the book is checked out based on that recommendation the owner will automatically earn 

another point. 
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I used a digital platform called genial.ly to make sure that book recommendations will not stop during the 

lock down. So, I sent out a template and asked children to use it for recommending books and as usual they 

were shared with the whole school community.
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Ramadan Story times:

During the month of Ramadan, the school hours are shorter, so our reading coordinator organized a daily 

“Story Time with Arcadia” for children who may not be being read to as regularly.

Members of staff were invited to film themselves reading a story (or part of a story) in English or Arabic. Link 

for each day’s story was sent out to families with the timetable of that day. To make sure that we don’t 

breach the copyright, the videos were accessible just to our school community and were deleted after one 

day. We also contacted as many publisher and authors as possible to get the permissions for this.

Reading competition:

To celebrate the last 30 days of school, I invited every member of our community including students, 

teachers, staff … to take part in our internal reading competition “Read Your Height in Books”. Rules were 

simple, just read any reading material and fill out the online reading log and submit it. 
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The feedback was really impressive and beyond my expectations. Every day I was receiving messages from 

parents and students asking about the competition, for example if they can read in other languages than 

English, or if reading a magazine count. And I could see that families were really engaged too. After 30 days, 

I asked children to post pictures of their reading piles. Here are some examples:

It’s time to share your reading piles! 
 
I am really impressed with the number of pages that you have read over the past three 
weeks. Well done to each and every one of you for taking part in this challenge. 
 
I can’t wait to see pictures of you and your reading piles on Seesaw. 
 
If you’ve been reading eBooks like epic and don’t have the physical books to pile them up, 
you can follow these steps to create your reading pile: 
 

1- Ask an adult to help you measure your height, then cut a long strip of paper to your 
height. Now you have a strip of paper that is as long as your height. (Or you can trace 
your silhouette on a paper instead) 
 

2- For each book that you have finished, trace the thickness of spine and write in the 
title of the book. Remember every 10 pages is 1 cm. 

3- Tape your strip of paper (or your silhouette) to a wall, stand next to it and take a 
picture. 

 
 
 

 
 
          
 

                                                                    Or         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Harry Potter 

Singing Mermaid 

Click Clack  Moo 

The little Prince 
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Because of many requests from parents and students we extend the competition until end of the summer. 
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Virtual Book fair:

Sadly, this year we had to cancel our annual book fair due to the pandemic. During

the lockdown, I witnessed many parents desperately looking to buy second hand

books on the communities’ social medias which could increase the risk of transmitting

the virus. Also, Since the school closed, children have been online learning and

the majority of them have not been out for weeks (as they are under 12). A book fair in

any form could give families a sense of normalcy as they joyfully browse for books,

watch video trailers, and shop online in the safety and comfort of their homes.

This was an excellent opportunity for parents looking for quality reading and learning

material for their children.

I reached out to many of local book stores and finally one of them agreed to go

ahead with the event. We held the very first virtual book fair in the whole region for 2

weeks. Many of students, used the book recommendations to find their next read.
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Impact
During the last week of e-learning program, I asked all students in Y1-Y5 to complete a reading survey which 

contained 14 questions focusing on their reading life during the lockdown.

The finding from the survey shows that :

• Children are reading and enjoying reading on their free time more during the lock down. 

• Reading has provided a sanctuary in this difficult time, supporting children’s mental wellbeing and 

enabling them to feel better.

• They prefer to read independently rather than to have someone read to them. 

• The least favorite genre among students in Y3,4,5 is SiFi while the most favorite ones are adventure and 

mystery.

• They have found library lessons helpful have enjoyed the live and recorded stories.  
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Y2 SURVEY

Y4 SURVEY Y3 SURVEY

Y5 SURVEY
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FS Storytime feedback
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As of today the only thing that we know for sure

about next academic year is that schools will

reopen in September and we will go back to

schools. At present, it is not compulsory for parents

to send their child back to school, so probably

some will decide to keep their child at home and

continue the online learning program.

Going back to school doesn’t mean that we are

going back to the school we knew. Schools will look

different from what we remember, the classrooms

will look different, the routines and activities will be

different. Children will have a new teacher and

different children in the class. Focus and dedication

on the mental health and wellbeing of children and

caregivers will be just as important as taking

precautions against the virus.

For my next step I will be focusing on the links

between reading and children’s wellbeing and

how reading can improve the communication of

emotions in children.

NEXT STEPS


