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Context

I have been an English teacher for over a decade and have spent most of that time

teaching within the English Department of St Andrew’s and St Bride’s High School,

a large denominational secondary school in East Kilbride, South Lanarkshire. Prior

to becoming a teacher, I was a Chartered School Librarian for almost ten years, in

the neighbouring Local Authority of North Lanarkshire.

In 2017, at St Andrew’s and St Bride’s, we decided to fully examine our claim to be

a ‘reading school’. Looking closely at our practice, we took stock before realising

we needed to promote reading for pleasure simply for its own sake and not

primarily to promote its academic benefits for learners as we had been doing. We

produced a report entitled “Growing Our Whole School Reading Culture and

Encouraging our Readers” through which we outlined our plans using evidence

from UKLA’s “Teachers as Readers: Building Communities of Readers”, to underpin

the decisions we’d made in moving forward and ensuring our work and plans were

research-informed.



Context
In August 2017, the Scottish Book Trust and Scotland’s First Minister,

Nicola Sturgeon, launched the secondary pilot of the First Minister’s

Reading Challenge from our School Library! We were one of the secondary

schools chosen to participate in the pilot study.

In 2021, we were delighted to receive a school CWIG Reading for Pleasure
Award, from the Society of Authors and Illustrators, following an S2
writing project with author, Elizabeth Wein.



I’ve long championed the importance of
reading for pleasure and the rights of the
reader in school, both as a teacher and
previously as a School Librarian.

In the early 2000s, I completed two
Postgraduate level modules in Children’s
Literature with the University of Roehampton,
was instrumental in developing a Local
Authority Teenage Book Award and in bringing
the international reading competition, the
Kids’ Lit Quiz, to Scotland for the first time.

I had both the theory and the practice to
offer and colleagues and pupils all knew I was
passionate about reading for pleasure.

OU Research Inspiration and Rationale
As an English department in

the session 2020-21, we

focused on reading for Covid

recovery in our S1-S3 classes

(Years 8-10), with class texts

and RfP opportunities.

Indeed, we actively took this

approach even during the

period of remote learning

from January – March 2021.

Pupils in S1-S2 had access to

Google Classroom Libraries

where we posted links to

online reading materials and

encouraged pupils to engage

in our reading community.

We added links to external

writing competitions and

quizzes too.



However, as time has gone on, and although I have never lost the passion, teacher workload and other school 
commitments meant I was becoming unable to drive class, departmental and school change around reading for 
pleasure the way I had previously been able. I felt like my practice was stagnating and I was relying on skills, 
knowledge and experience that was starting to feel dated. I felt guilty that with so many vying priorities, 
jostling for attention and completion, I could not focus on reading for pleasure as an important one. 

My department and school’s renewed focus on growing our whole school reading culture in 2017 gave me the 
evidence base for refreshing my practice and I made some changes as a classroom teacher. I refreshed my 
class library and I played a central role in reading related activities and interventions led by my 
department, especially around World Book Day and Book Week Scotland. Being selected as a pilot school 
for the First Minister’s Reading Challenge, before it was rolled out to secondary schools throughout Scotland, 
rekindled the fire for me as a ‘teacher who reads and a reader who teaches’ and it acted as a whole-school 
catalyst for that year for us all to celebrate reading for pleasure across our community. 

I went on to complete the year-long Teacher Leadership Programme, with what was then the Scottish College 
for Educational Leadership. My practitioner enquiry focused on pupils’ responses to Holocaust texts written for 
and by children and young people. Inspired and revitalised again, I was looking to ensure my practice 
continued to develop and to be research-informed. Therefore, when the opportunity arose to jointly lead a 
secondary Teachers’ Reading  Group (TRG) in South Lanarkshire, I jumped at the chance. I wanted to use my 
expertise to support others but in addition, I was keen to carry out a reading for pleasure enquiry myself 
and continue to develop my own practice in a way that was going to be both sustainable and rewarding 
for me and that would also have a positive and lasting impact for learners.

OU Research Inspiration and Rationale



I decided to focus my enquiry around informal book talk in the classroom as I’d become
aware that whilst I regularly recommended books to individual pupils, and sometimes to a whole
class, there was not much in the way of pupil-to-pupil discussion talking place. The focus on using
the 10-minutes of personal reading time at the start of English lessons for S1 and S2 strictly for
quiet reading and discouraging chat seemed counter-intuitive to that. Even during fortnightly
class visits to the School Library, the focus had been about getting pupils settled to read
independently and not to use the opportunity to talk socially with their friends.

It occurred to me that often the English teacher taking the class to the Library would be someone
who only saw the class once a week and therefore did not, particularly early in the school year,
have the opportunity to build a rapport with learners. This often added to the feeling of needing
to ensure any School Library visits were for silent independent reading only.

The more I read about the benefits of fostering opportunities for informal book talk between
learners, the more I began to realise there was work to be done on my part.

OU Research Inspiration and Rationale

Teachers as 

Readers 

research inspiration

3. A reading for 

pleasure pedagogy, 

encompassing:

c. informal book 

talk, inside text-

talk and 

recommendations The S2 class I was teaching over the 2020-21 school
session was a class I taught for three out of the five
English periods per week. This meant that whilst I got
to know them as individuals, it did take longer than it
would have had I been their full-time teacher. This
difficulty was compounded by a period of remote
learning from January – March 2021 followed by several
weeks in school where junior classes were not taught
by their own teachers.



The class comprised 29 pupils and, like any class, we had a mixture of avid readers, those who 
were reluctant to read for pleasure due to literacy difficulties and those who presented as what 
English Teacher and writer, Kenny Pieper, refers to as ‘aliterate’, in his book “How to teach: 
reading for pleasure”. He makes specific mention of those “… who can read but choose not to … 
they have not been convinced of the importance of reading in their lives.” (p.10) As teachers who 
read, we yearn to convince children and young people of the value of reading and the magical 
ability of books to add such depth and colour, to offer us meaningful and shared connections.

I was therefore keen to see whether changes to my practice in the classroom, and 
specifically encouraging learner conversations around reading, would make a 
difference to those pupils who saw no place for reading for pleasure – perhaps ever 
– in their lives. 

Book talk involves close conversations, reader to reader” (Cremin et al. 2014 p.98) 
and it can involve conversations between teachers and children and pupils to 
pupils. Inside-book talk enriches book talk as it is initiated by pupils themselves and offers the 
opportunity to make connections with peers beyond the book, with “… connections to such out-
of-school experiences … often triggered by ‘books in common’, books that several friends or 
peers read …” (p.99) The South Lanarkshire secondary TRG commenced its meetings during the 

period of remote learning we experienced between January and March 2021. At the time, I 
wondered about the conversations some pupils were having about reading at home 
and with their friends, even if it was simply about the texts we were using for learning and 
teaching whilst apart. In turn, I worried about those pupils who were not always engaging with 
classwork and texts and whether reading for pleasure featured at all for them as part of their 
daily lives whilst not in school and away from reading-friendly English classrooms.
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Aims

• To see if giving pupils the time to talk informally about 
their reading with each other, as well as with me:

o Encouraged more reluctant readers (both those who are developing 

readers and those who can read but choose not to) to engage in 

reading more productively and proactively.

o Encouraged all pupils to talk more confidently about what they are 

reading with their peers.



Outline
From the practitioner enquiry I conducted as part of the SCEL Teacher Leadership Programme, I

recognised the value of sharing plans with my class. I started with a whole-class conversation,

outlining my thoughts and the reasons why I wanted everyone in the class to participate. We

discussed the value or otherwise of dedicating class time to not only reading for pleasure but

discussing our reading. We agreed that the 10 minutes of personal reading time at the start of

English lessons with me would become eight minutes, with the final two minutes spent discussing

books with a partner. Due to Covid restrictions, pupils were unable to move to sit beside different

pupils but they could speak to their shoulder partner or someone in front or behind them, which

meant pairs sometimes became trios or fours.

We started with a class reading questionnaire, in the format of a Google form which I adapted from one a fellow TRG member had created.

Pupils completed and returned it via our Google Classroom. Pupils were asked to answer 18 short questions and I stressed they should not

complete the survey on the basis of answering how they perceived their teacher would want them to. I wanted honesty!

As had been discussed within the TRG meetings I’d been part of and had co-led, I selected three pupils in the class I wanted to focus on. I chose

two boys and a girl (A-, S- and E-), who were reluctant readers, easily distracted and keen to do anything other than read during the 10 minutes

of personal reading time each lesson.



Outline
Part of the questionnaire issued to pupils followed on from the conversation we had already had in class, about the intention to give over

reading time to talking about books. I wanted to know what pupils thought about this once they had some time to reflect on our discussion

and so they could respond privately if they wished to do so. The vast majority of pupils were happy to engage in personal reading time. Only

one pupil stated they did not like reading and one other that they did not mind reading in class (that got it ‘done’ and out of the way and

meant they could say they did read, just not at home). Four pupils said they “really don’t like the reading time as they found it hard to

settle down to read.” I hoped that with shortening the time and with a concerted effort to make the most of the reading time by everyone

in the room, this would help those individuals. Knowing who they were also meant I could help them find suitable texts to hopefully engage

them.



Impact
Changes certainly didn’t happen overnight! However, I relaxed and did not fret when initial chat time did

not automatically focus on the books pupils were reading. I had remembered watching a clip from the

OURfP website, with class teacher, Becky Thomson, mentioning that this indeed was her experience at the

start, proceeded by a short period where her pupils were reluctant to talk, thinking they would get into

trouble. I instinctively knew that there would be no reluctance to chat from members of my class but I did

accept the focus on informal book talk and inside-text talk would perhaps take time to bed-in.

Some of the avid readers in the class did look as though they would have preferred the extra minutes of

simply reading themselves but we discussed the aims of what we were going to do before we started and

there was buy-in. One pupil offered to time the reading and conversation minutes and he did this every

lesson for us, to keep us on track. We did sometimes run over the two minutes allocated as I sometimes

also asked for volunteers to say a little about their discussion or if they had a book they would like to

recommend to the class. I was keen, given pupils could not move around the room due to Covid

restrictions, that they had the opportunity to hear from their peers and to see who read like them.



Impact

We had discussed the sorts of questions you could ask someone about their reading

before we started and this ensured pupils had a backup list of questions should they

feel unsure. We made use of Jon Biddle’s ‘Reading Questions’, shared via Twitter.

This helped everyone to come up with reading-related questions and it meant no

pupils felt singled out for not knowing what to say or ask.

Over time, I observed social chat turning to the books pupils had with them, from

home, from the class library or from the school library. Two minutes was not long

and whilst there was no formal assessment of their spoken language contributions,

the vast majority of class members did engage. When they had the regular time and

space to recommend books to each other, they were also broadening the range of

their knowledge and growing in confidence to make those recommendations. I

began to hope this meant, at some level, all pupils were realising their voices were

equal and valued in the classroom.
@jonnybid 



Impact

The three pupils I had decided to focus on struggled to settle and part of the issue was around them rarely
having a book with them. Whilst I would have previously given such pupils a single book I thought they
might enjoy from the class library and told them a bit about it, I followed Becky Thomson’s lead. In her
short films on the OURfP website on “Supporting Individual Reading Time”, she advocates giving a pupil a
selection of books. I gave them three.

Instead of quickly telling them what each was about as I normally would have, I simply said I thought they
might enjoy them. Two were of a genre they had indicated would perhaps be of interest and the third,
a ‘Curve-ball Book’ (Becky Thomson).

This helped get around the free choice from the class library which could sometimes end up as a time-
wasting activity or a way of distracting other pupils already settled, partly because the choice of books
was overwhelming. This reminded me of the point made by Professor Margaret Mackey in her 2021 keynote
for the Centre for Literacy and Social Justice, entitled “Access, Choice, and Time to Read: a Reader-Driven
Perspective on Social Justice”. She mentioned that some children are not good choosers as opposed to
not being good readers.



Impact

The ‘Curve-ball Book’ for E-, Sarah Crossan’s prose
novel, “One”, worked.

After finishing the novel, she came to class and was
staring at the books on one of the bookshelves at the
start of reading time. I asked if she needed some help
to choose a book and she asked for ‘Another of those
special books you gave me before.’ She meant ‘special’
because of the prose format. Initially on seeing “One”
she had considered dismissing it because of its size until
she discovered how little print each page contained.
Happy to oblige, I gave E- the other Sarah Crossan books
I had and she then proceeded over a couple of months
to work her way through two more.

She was able to read and finish books the length of
those her peers in the class were enjoying and she was
able to talk about which of the novels she had enjoyed
the most.

Chris Riddell



Impact
One-to-one conversations did help and I discovered one of the two boys (S-) was keen
to read short stories rather than a novel. Our Librarian quickly provided several
anthologies for him. Hoping to capitalise on the success E- had already had with verse
novels, I asked the other boy (A-) and (E-) if they could help me select books for the S3
Literacy intervention we were going to run. I provided A- with a print out of the first
chapter of Jason Reynolds’ “Long Way Down” and E- with the first chapter of Manjeet
Mann’s “Run Rebel”, a verse novel shortlisted for the 2021 Carnegie Medal. Each was
asked to simply read their first chapter and tell me whether they would want to read
on, as an indicator as to whether the book might work for pupils in the year above
them.

A-, who was reading less than E- until this point, was usually quiet during reading time
but struggled to focus and he was sometimes absent from class on an ad hoc basis.
However, he finished the chapter quickly and asked me for chapter two. I did not have
it to give him but I said I would buy him a copy of the novel and I would hope to see him
in class over the next few days so I could pass it on to him. I have found some pupils
prefer to keep their books in their folders, far from ideal when the desired effect is for
them to take the books home to keep reading! However, they are sometimes concerned
they will forget to bring the book with them and if kept in a folder at the end of a
lesson, it is always there for the next lesson. A- continued to come to class for a spell
and I was able to give him the book.

I was delighted to later discover it was not stowed away in his class folder but made
its way into his bag and home with him to keep reading.



Impact
I was able to use the personal reading time each lesson to
speak to several pairs of pupils about their books and to
engage those not on task or without books.

I also ensured that for some, if not all of the reading time, I
was reading. If I was not in conversation with pupils, I was
reading! It was important I take a step back and be a
facilitator and a participator during this time too. Sometimes
I would be reading an adult fiction title perhaps borrowed
from a colleague and other times, it would be a book from
the class library, so pupils could see me enjoying young adult
fiction.

If a pupil recommended a book, I would try to obtain a
copy quite quickly, after promising I would look out for it
based on the strength of their recommendation.

For example, a pupil in the class recommended Marjane
Satrapi’s “Persepolis”, a graphic novel I had been meaning to
read for a while. Her recommendation made me move it
immediately to the top of my list.



Impact

I analysed the findings from the class reading survey to see what I could mine from the data to help me. The

response rate was 83% and, through using the Google Form, I was able to work out which pupils had not

completed it. On speaking to them, I decided not to insist they did fill it in but sneakily, from time to time

when using the class reading conversation time, I asked them some of the questions, asking their shoulder

partners the same ones. I found it interesting to find out where recommendations for books to read

came from, 37.5% said teachers and the same, from family members. 41.7% of those responding said it

was friends’ recommendations that encouraged them to read something for pleasure. This helped

reassure me continuing with informal book chat was beneficial. It gave everyone the opportunity to engage

in this, even if they did not do so at home or with friends outside of school.

The survey data made me realise that, for readers in the class who enjoy reading for pleasure, they are

already having those conversations about books with friends but through our class focus, everyone

could have that opportunity.



Impact
On our return to school full-time after the Easter Break in 2021, our English department

was committed to using reading to help with our school recovery. I knew we would not

have time to study our scheduled class novel, Annabel Pitcher’s “My Sister Lives on the

Mantelpiece”, with a view to then producing a piece of written work for assessment. I

made the decision to try something new with the novel which was to read it without

stopping to have in-chapter discussions or complete any written tasks. We would discuss

the novel’s chapters after reading several and would also simply read it together for

the purposes of enjoyment. Never having approached the ‘teaching’ of a novel in this

way, it felt uncomfortable at times in that we should have something in writing to show

for all that lesson time invested.

I was inspired by another OURfP example of practice, one by Benjamin Harris, entitled

‘Tell Me In Story-time’ and I adopted (and adapted) his use of Aidan Chambers’ ‘Tell-Me’

grid so pupils could keep track of their ‘wonderings’ and thoughts about the novel as we

read it. This is a resource I will continue to make use of, however, pupils did need support

and modelling until they were comfortable adding their own thoughts to their copy.



Impact
A group of four girls, all avid readers, had enjoyed participating in our
departmental S2 writing project, working with author, Elizabeth Wein. I
asked if they would be interested in shadowing and helping judge the
Scottish Book Trust’s Scottish Teenage Book Prize, which they were.

During the January – March 2021 lockdown period, the four pupils
completed reading the three shortlisted novels, and via our Google
Classroom, sent me their thoughts on each book. They were able to see
each other’s comments, and as friends, I wonder if they had also
discussed their thoughts separately with each other. Via their short
reading for pleasure conversations in class and their reading choices at
different times, I saw they were enjoying Tamsin Winter’s books, “Being
Miss Nobody” and “Jemima Small Versus the Universe”, the books having
been recommended from one to the other and so on.

Near the end of the summer term, I spoke to them and said I would like
to buy each of them Tamsin Winter’s new book, published in July. This
was a gift for their commitment to reading for pleasure and helping judge
the Scottish Teenage Book Prize, on behalf of the school. A private
message via Twitter to Tamsin Winter resulted in her kindly sending
individually signed bookplates so I could include them in the books for the
girls.

I had often thought I had left them to their reading too often in class,
with time taken up supporting more reluctant readers and absentees
returning to lessons, and this was my way of saying “I have seen you
too”.



Reflections on 
Impact the 
TARS 
Research had 
on Practice

Evaluation against the Project Aims

• To see if giving pupils the time to talk informally about their reading 

with each other, as well as with me:

o Encouraged more reluctant readers (both those who are developing 

readers and those who can read but choose not to) to engage in 

reading more productively and proactively.

o Encouraged all pupils to talk more confidently about what they are 

reading with their peers.

The enquiry ran from April 2021 until the timetable change in June. It

provided a snapshot of the changes that can be made in a fairly short

time within a class whose in-school learning had been disrupted for the

first two years of secondary school. I observed pupils recommending reads

to each other, including previously reluctant readers and overall, these

regular opportunities provided everyone with the chance to develop their

talking and listening skills.



Reflections 
on Impact 
the TARS 
Research 
had on 
Practice

Next Steps
Carrying out this enquiry and participating in the South Lanarkshire TRG as well as facilitating the running of it,

has rekindled my love for young adult fiction. Learning from research and informed practice has honed my

ability to, what Cremin refers to as being able to “skilfully book-match and tailor” suggestions to individual

pupils. Participating in the Teachers’ Reading Challenge during the Summer holidays encouraged me to read

more widely during the time off and the suggested reading lists provided will be shared with my colleagues in

school.

I will continue to create regular opportunities for informal book talk and inside-text talk with my classes and

encourage my colleagues to do likewise. Encouraging pupils to speak confidently about their reading choices

helps build “ … identity, resilience and growth mindsets. This is both socially and emotionally important.”

(Professor Sue Ellis and Dr Vivienne Smith, 2017).

Fortnightly Library visits to our school library with my classes will also be different, with book talk being

actively encouraged but also supported, particularly initially, with short opportunities in class where I will

continue to model what is expected. Post-Covid restrictions, we will also have opportunities to extend these

conversations to the return of the practical – games of Book Speed-dating and Book Jenga await. This enquiry,

and its write-up, is therefore just the start.

Sharing Knowledge and Experience
As another colleague was also participating in the same TRG, we were often able to talk about our ideas and

progress and support each other. We both used reading surveys as part of our enquiries and a version will now

be created to share with our English colleagues, both at the start of the year for our new S1 cohort and as they

finish. Class teachers will be able to use the information to get to know and to support their readers, but

across the year group, we will also have twice-annual data to use to support them all in different ways, for

example, in refreshing our classroom libraries and new school library stock. Whilst I will also encourage

colleagues to participate in a future TRG, I intend to facilitate access to a short professional development

opportunity for teachers across my school in the form of a twilight Professional Learning Activity.



Class library funding can be difficult to come by and many teachers self-
fund to stock their own. Our classrooms are sometimes used by different 
teachers with their classes, even from subjects outside of English and 
therefore, my books tend to be for class use only. However, if a pupil 
asked to take a book home, I would never refuse and when I see my own 
pupils connecting with books, I subtly and sometimes casually suggest 
they might like to take one home. We have a signing in/out book for this 
purpose. My department has recently submitted an evidence-based bid 
to our school’s Pupil Equity Fund team to refresh 10 English classroom 
libraries, with pupils to be involved in the book selection process. 

It’s important to keep encouraging pupils to borrow books regularly from 
the School Library. A class library or departmental book room is not a 
replacement in any sense, but I love and am proud that reading for 
pleasure is such a prominent, physical and tangible part of my 
classroom. 

I’ve moved away from buying multiple and replacement copies of the 
really popular books, David Walliams titles, Wimpy Kid etc. I donate a 
lot of books I’ve bought and read myself, ones my daughter has grown 
out of, charity shop finds and competition wins. I shop around for best 
discounts and even Poundland has provided some real gems from time to 
time. 

As a result of facilitating and participating in the TRG and my decision to read the whole of the Carnegie Medal longlist

this year, my own classroom library has been updated with an extra bookcase added. It means there’s space for the

library to continue to grow and I decided to organise books by genre. I have also added signage and made space to

display books so eye-catching front covers are visible.



Reflections 
on Impact 
the TARS 
Research had 
on Practice

As Professor Teresa Cremin outlines in her article, “Reading communities: why, what and how?”

reading does matter greatly, given the evidence and research to children’s attainment in

literacy and, perhaps more surprisingly, in numeracy and not just in the school years. Recent

research has shown that “Childhood reading for pleasure exerted a long-term positive influence

on vocabulary development up to age 42.” (Professor Alice Sullivan, 2019). It also matters in

terms of pupils’ well-being and their ability to develop empathetic skills. This is why teachers

and librarians, and indeed many parents, continue to be desperate for all of their children and

young people to discover the gift that is enjoying reading for pleasure, the lifelong magic of

not only being a reader but of getting to know yourself as a reader too.

“Kids love to talk about books because just as kids like to talk to parents or teachers about books,

they know in me they’ve got someone that’s probably read the book that they have read and as we

know it is one of the most satisfying things on this planet to find someone that you can relate to and

discuss the same book that you’ve read … It’s a meeting of minds.”

(Wayne Mills, founder and Quiz Master of the International Kids’ Lit Quiz, cited in Harrington and Mills, 2011 and from that, in Fiona M Collins’ chapter “Teachers’

knowledge and use of children’s literature” (p.36) from “Building Communities of Engaged Readers”, (2014).

No wonder children want to talk to Wayne Mills about books – having met him, he is simply

‘The Oracle’ when it comes to books for children of all ages. His knowledge, passion and

retention of all he has read is remarkable, as is what he has achieved through 30 years of

running the International Kids’ Lit Quiz. My point in using his words here is that children and

young people appreciate the adults in their lives taking an interest in what they like to read, in

encouraging them and making suggestions to them, in making connections. Without

undertaking this enquiry with my S2 class, I might never have discovered something new about

the pupil who raved about Marjane Satrapi’s “Persepolis”. For evermore, verse novels will be

known to me as ‘E-’s special books’ and I’ll remember the copy of “Long Way Down”, which

was ordered on next day delivery and went home in a school bag.
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