
 

 
 

‘Opening the Dialogue to Enable Recommending 

Readers’ 

by Dan Shipley 

Context 

Kings Road Primary is a two-form entry primary school, part of 

the HERA Multi-Academy Trust, located in Essex, England. At 

our school, we intend for our pupils to become ‘Learners for 

Life’, with a “love of reading that will ensure they are prepared 

for the next stage of their education.” (School Development 

Plan) We are proud to claim that reading is at the heart of our 

curriculum (as stated in our most-recent Ofsted report) and 

that we have a range of initiatives and “imaginative ideas that help raise the profile of 

reading.” (Ofsted, 2020) 

At Kings Road, as well as teaching Year 5, I currently assist the English Coordinator as English 

Deputy, with a focus on championing Reading across the school.  

OU Research Inspiration and Rationale 

The Open University’s ‘Teachers as Readers’ (TaRs) identified having a secure knowledge of 

children’s reading practices as being an integral model for building a community of 

engaged readers. While it is all well and good fostering a positive community around 

Reading for Pleasure (RfP), actually beginning to understand a child’s individual reading 

habits is key to supporting them in building a dialogue for reading recommendations. If you 

understand what a child likes to read and then explore the reasons behind why they like 

what they do, this can then lead onto more practical and in-depth discussions into how they 

would share that enjoyment with others through open dialogue. 

Within the RfP pedagogy lies the focus on building informal book talk, which later leads into 

encouraging recommendations from both adults and children. ‘Teachers as Readers’ by 

Teresa Cremin et al. identified that by changing the teacher’s pedagogical practice and 

opening up the book-talk dialogue, ‘children began to make time to talk to each other 

about their own reading and more spontaneous child-let text talk emerged.’ Following the 

first session of this project, a survey was carried out by myself amongst the teaching staff 

regarding what they noticed about their class’ reading habits and how they currently felt 

about the community of readers within their own classrooms. 

8 of the 11 teachers that were asked returned responses that 

suggested that teachers knew what children were currently 

reading either from 1-1 dialogues or through observation in 

the classroom. 7 out of 11 teachers claimed that children did 

not spend time discussing what they were reading actively in 

the classroom with their peers. A lot of the dialogue that 

went on occurred mainly between adult and pupil. This was 

something that I felt across the school needed to change in 

order to further our progression. Reading is indeed at the 

heart of our curriculum, but if the children weren’t actively 

discussing their reading, could we really claim that we had also built an ethos around 

Reading for Pleasure? As an avid reading teacher, my class recognise that they can come 

to me for reading recommendations and I can happily open the dialogue with them to 



 

 
 

expand their literary horizons. However, even within my own classroom, where reading is 

heavily celebrated and promoted, the children seem hesitant to open up the dialogue with 

each other; this needed to be addressed before anything could be expanded further. 

Aims  

o To further build on the dialogue around reading between adults and children and then 

open and build the dialogue between children and their peers. 

o To build on children’s confidence as readers and to develop their language skills to be 

able to share their recommendations or feedback on texts. 

Outline 

I focused first on the aim of opening and building the dialogue between adults and children. 

Within my class of 30 pupils, I wanted to encourage the children to start asking questions 

around reading, which could prompt a conversation between myself as the teacher and 

them as my pupils.  

I began by putting up a Netflix-style display with a 

range of book titles. The ‘trending now’ category 

focused on set texts we were studying throughout 

the year and then underneath were ‘new releases’, 

‘popular’ and ‘my list.’ ‘New releases’ books were 

books that had been recently added to the class 

bookshelf, ‘popular’ books were titles I’d observed 

children reading in class and ‘my list’ were books I’d 

read recently. The idea was that the books in the 

‘popular’ and ‘my list’ category would change 

regularly as part of a working display that would be 

managed by both the children and me.  

When the children arrived on the morning after the 

display had been put up, the classroom was flooded 

with questions that I encouraged the children to write down as part of their early morning 

work task. I then gave children the opportunity to ask me their questions. Many children liked 

the idea of having a display that would work around 

them and what they were reading. Children whose 

books were listed under the ‘popular’ category were 

encouraged to make themselves known and to add 

their names to the wall with post its. One of the children 

whose book was on display (age 9) said, “Maybe they’ll 

come to ask to borrow it after me if they’re interested in it because it was on the wall.” So 

now the children were hooked in, and as the week progressed, more questions were asked 

and a discussion around the books on the shelf began to build. Children were certainly more 

aware of what each other were reading, but still there was still no real discussion about the 

books or any whisper of recommendations. 



 

 
 

To start the dialogue around recommending books, it was important to get the children 

discussing books they had read and books that were memorable for them. I began by 

introducing the children to Reading Rivers (an idea originally explored by Pamela Burnard 

(2002) to track musical development, later developed by Gabrielle Cliff Hodges (2010), 

focusing on the reading journeys of secondary aged pupils) and shared with them my own 

reading journey, from what I could remember as a young child, to the types of books I am 

reading now. 

Sharing my reading river with the class prompted a range of questions, some focusing on 

why I had chosen these particular fifteen books for my river, and others about whether the 

books I had read changed who I was as a reader growing up. A few of the children were 

quite surprised to see that a lot of the books I had read as a younger child were books that 

they had read also. We discussed why that might be. This was an opportunity to model the 

kinds of conversations I 

hoped the children 

would have in 

preparation for the 

next stage in the 

project. 

I then set the children 

the task of creating 

their own reading 

rivers, but there was a 

catch: they had to be 

prepared to share why they put those books on their river. Children were instantly absorbed, 

reminding each other of book titles and 

discussing the reasons for their choices.  

Now the children were talking more about 

their own reading journeys and why they read 

the books they did when they were a lot 

younger. The next challenge was how I could 

get them to build dialogue about books they 

had read within the last year or so? After all, 

these would most likely be the books the 

children would have fresher memories of and 

therefore could potentially talk more about. 

Simply put, the Bookflix display was working; children were regularly asking if they could have 

their book put up on display, but there was only so much room. A new display could have 

been put up listing all of these titles, but then I didn’t want to distract from the purpose of the 



 

 
 

main display. Instead, the focus moved to the place where children made most of their 

decisions on what to read: the class bookshelves. 

Taking inspiration from ideas shared in our RfP course sessions, I introduced the ‘Reading 

Review Scarves’ - strips of card that wrapped around the book like a scarf, detailing all of 

the children’s thoughts about a book. It would work in correlation with the Bookflix display, so 

whoever had their books up on display would also be responsible for writing a review sleeve 

once they had finished the books. It was completely child-centred, but it required 

modelling… 

I took one of the books from the shelves that I 

had recently finished and demonstrated the 

idea of the reading review scarves. The aim was 

to think of three things you enjoyed about the 

book that you would want to share with others – I 

also modelled a rhetorical question. On the side 

of the scarf that covered the book’s spine, I 

encouraged the children to write their names. 

Not only did that 

give the review 

writer a sense of pride, but it also gave the rest of the class 

opportunities go and talk to the reviewer about the book – 

opening up the dialogue. It also gave the less social readers 

opportunities to identify what their close friends were reading 

and therefore allowed 

them to get involved too.  

Impact 

There has been quite a dramatic shift in children actively talking about what they are 

reading. The RfP culture in the classroom has moved towards a more child-led approach. 

The children are very much in charge of promoting Reading for Pleasure – they are the ones 

who ask to have their books up on the Bookflix display, who request more strips of card for 

their review scarves and who will actively make time to discuss what they have read and 

why they enjoyed it.  

This has even become more noticeable through their engagement within their reading 

sessions. Despite the focus and aims being targeted toward recommendations, children 

seemed to become more aware of the language used around reading, which they then 

began to apply in guided reading sessions. They unknowingly were broadening their 

inference skills as well as being able to make comparisons between texts. When engaging 



 

 
 

with a recent study of the text ‘Rain Before Rainbows’ 

written by Smriti Prasadam-Halls and illustrated by 

David Litchfield, the children thought carefully about 

the themes identified in the book and reflected on 

representations behind the illustrations. However, they 

also considered the reasons why this book should be 

recommended to others, deciding that the text could 

tie in with the themes of loneliness and fear that were 

brought about by COVID-related lockdowns and that 

this text would be perfect for combating that. 

Children’s knowledge of the texts they were 

recommending has improved significantly; not only 

has this project allowed me to see just how much of a 

community of readers my class are, but it also has 

allowed for so many of the relatable reading skills to 

be made applicable even outside of reading-centred 

lessons. 

Pupils in my classroom are more motivated to read purely for pleasure than ever. They want 

to read, they want to formulate opinions and most importantly, they want to share that with 

others. One pupil (age 10) said “I find it really positive to share my own thoughts on a book 

with others. Not only does it allow me to feel more confident in what I’ve learned from the 

book, but it also lets me talk to my friends about things I love. I really hope we can continue 

this next year!” 

So that got me thinking: What if we could build on what has developed within my classroom 

as something to set in motion for next year? Following a conversation with the Head of 

School, I led a staff meeting and shared my findings with my colleagues. After discussions 

about the impact that building a community of readers, who foster an open dialogue for 

recommendations, has had on my class’ approaches to reading as a whole, it was decided 

that at some point within the remainder of the summer term, each class in KS2 would carry 

out a class reading river so to begin the process of ‘opening the dialogue’ across the school. 

Children were encouraged to come and find me at break or lunch, or to stop me in the 

corridor and talk to me about what books they put on their reading rivers. One teacher 

commented that since carrying out the reading river session with their class, “children talk 

about the books we have in class more and even are starting to recommend some texts, 

with a bit with encouragement.”  

 



 

 
 

Reflections on Impact the TaRs Research had on Practice 

Research into building a reading community through understanding children’s reading 

practices and scaffolding informal book talk, has significantly helped the way I look at RfP. 

It’s not just reading to enjoy books, it’s a pathway to building social skills, exploring the range 

of literature available, and building a dialogue between peers. It is clear that in such a short 

time frame, the strategies put in place throughout this project have had impact in not just the 

areas surrounding RfP, but other reading-skill focuses as well. Children are becoming more 

confident in their ability to infer within and around texts, are able to explore the choices an 

author might make and to question them, as well as being able to make comparisons 

between the books available to them. All simply from opening the dialogue and discussing 

what they know. 

Looking ahead, I strongly believe that this project could be modelled across other year 

groups, leading onto potentially having greater impact on how RfP is developed across the 

school. Next year, when COVID restrictions are hopefully reduced, I would like to see the 

children (who were involved in the class focus group during this project) acting as 

ambassadors for RfP and leading through example. Having model pupils, who have 

understood and appreciated the impact it has had for them this year, would be perfect in 

supporting this ongoing project. Ideally, I would see these children spending time in other 

classes and promoting a RfP ethos through assisting with building up the language 

associated around reading recommendations. 

Next year, I would also like to consider rolling out the idea of an active ‘working wall’ for 

reading in the classroom, similar in purpose to that of which the ‘Bookflix’ display acted as 

this year. This would be completely separate to that of the main English Working Wall within 

classrooms and would be used to link directly to the books on the bookshelf, as this is where I 

feel the greatest impact has come from in my study this year. Putting the responsibility and 

the passion behind the RfP initiative into the hands of our children indubitably has to be the 

way forward in scaffolding RfP further at our school.  

   


