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Context 

We are primary class teachers at Hartland International School, Dubai (HIS), colleagues 

in a three-form entry Year 5 cohort. Our school teaches the National Curriculum for 

England, with English as the primary language of instruction. HIS is a non-selective, 

premium school currently rated ‘Very Good’ by the Knowledge and Human 

Development Authority of Dubai (KHDA). Furthermore, the school boasts ‘The Patron’s 

Accreditation’ from the Council of British International Schools (COBIS). HIS has 

approximately 800 students on role for the current academic year representing 75 

different countries. The teaching staff is predominantly British and Irish, with the 

highest proportion of students coming from the United Kingdom, India and Australia. 

Just under forty percent of the current student body are classified as having English as 

an Additional Language (EAL). The individual needs of the students vary greatly, 

however, as many of these children considered EAL have only ever been educated in 

English-speaking schools.  

 

Research Inspiration and Rationale 

As part of the OU/UKLA Teacher’s Reading Group 2020/21, we have been working in 

small groups within our class context to develop and embed a Reading for Pleasure 

(RfP) culture within our classrooms. Ultimately, we hope our practice will inspire the 

wider school community to develop similar cultures across all phases of the school. 

 

Willhelm (2017)1 cites several forms of reading for pleasure including: immersive 

pleasure, intellectual pleasure, social pleasure and work pleasure. “Taken together, 

these pleasures explain why pleasure reading promotes cognitive progress and social 

possibility, and even a kind of wisdom and wholeness.” We believe wholeheartedly in 

this assessment and see a purposeful approach to reading for pleasure being a catalyst 

for academic and intellectual progress. Cremin (2019)2 surmises, “there is no question 

that the will to read influences the skill and vice versa.” 
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Aims 

The RfP framework poses the question: “Reading for Pleasure is the entitlement of 

every child, yet how can we foster readers’ desire and engagement?” Our aims derive 

directly from here as we set out to: 

 

- Increase independent reading time 

- Encourage informal book talk 

- Promote a desire to read for pleasure 

 

Outline 

Within a tightly constructed timetable, we sought to provide the children a fortnightly 

RfP session outside of our regular classroom environment. The current challenge of the 

global SARS-CoV-2 pandemic provided an extra challenge; however, we were able to 

provide the children at least thirty minutes of uninterrupted independent reading time 

within the school ‘Reflection Garden’. Children prepared literature in advance as well 

as cushions, rugs and yoga mats to enhance comfort. Independent reading sessions 

were followed by informal book talk and peer recommendations to share positive 

experiences. 

 

Impact 

Responses to RfP overall were extremely positive. When surveyed, 88% of respondents 

across the year group stated they had always enjoyed each session with a further 10% 

stating they had sometimes enjoyed the sessions. This supports our observations that 

children have an appetite for reading and actively look forward to the sessions. 

 

Initially, at the beginning of the academic year, children needed frequent reminders 

about when the RfP sessions would be happening. As we progressed through the year, 

the children would visibly look forward to the sessions and remind us and each other 

about when they were happening. This led to much greater independence in 
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preparation for most students. 85% of the students stated they would want their RfP 

sessions to continue into Year 6, with no students wanting the sessions to stop. 

 

Through observations, we noticed a vast improvement in concentration levels with 

the majority of children being able to focus on reading for the duration of the session 

by the end of the year. Initially, many struggled to maintain focus for longer than ten 

minutes. 90% of students stated that ‘having time to relax and read’ was the aspect of 

RfP they enjoyed the most. This was an interesting to 

note within the context of the aforementioned SARS-

CoV-2 pandemic. With movement around school – and 

indeed the classroom - presently restricted, RfP allowed 

the children an escape.  

 

These sessions have allowed us as teachers to engage 

more with the children in regular and meaningful 

conversations about reading. The children were interested to know about the books 

we were reading and our reading habits, as well as the habits of their peers. 60% of the 

students responded that RfP sessions helped them ‘discover new books’, which is a 

direct result of the discussions held. 

 

We both feel that we have a much deeper understanding of 

the reading habits of our students this academic year. A 

commonality across both classes was the desire to 

complete an entire series of published books before 

moving on to anything else. Some students almost 

refused to read anything else until they could complete a 

series. This was particularly evident with serialised titles. 

The author Rick Riordan became extremely popular 

within one class, with his titles building on the interest 

generated by our Term 1 topic: ‘Ancient Greece’. 

 

The RfP programme appears to have boosted the self-confidence of almost all the 

students across the two participating classes. 97% of respondents felt that RfP sessions 
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had improved their reading. There is no tangible evidence for this, however. An 

analysis of progress data shows no discernable difference in the numbers of children 

making ‘Higher than Expected’ and ‘Much Higher than Expected’ progress in the two 

participating classes compared with the Year 5 class which did not. Participating classes 

averaged 9.5 students making ‘Higher than Expected’ or ‘Much Higher than Expected’ 

progress compared with 10 students in the non-participating class. The participating 

classes averaged 7.5 students achieving ‘Much Higher than Expected’ progress 

compared with 5 students in the non-participating class. 

 

Reflections 

Our journey with this RfP project has been incredibly 

rewarding. We feel that our personal practice has 

improved, with an improved knowledge of our 

students reading habits being key. 

 

An unintended benefit, that may have provided causation for the popularity of the 

sessions, has been the break in routine and opportunity for relaxation in the face of 

the pandemic. It would be interesting to study this link further in the future when a 

greater sense of normality has returned to our everyday practice. 

 

Despite no clear link being observed between our RfP 

sessions and the end of year attainment and progress 

data, we are delighted the students feel more 

confident with their reading. This perception can only 

be a positive for them moving forward. Referring back 

to Cremin (2019), an increase in confidence should 

surely have a positive impact on the will to read, which 

will in turn benefit the skill. A similar project in the 

future could compare the correlation between 

confidence and enjoyment both at the start and end. 
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The desire of the children to complete series before considering other titles was an 

observation of interest. This could be significant and a focus for further research. Has 

this been a trend for decades or is it a symptom of the present-day ‘binge’ culture 

caused by entertainment-on-demand services? 

 

Should we choose to develop this project next year, a mirror survey at the start of the 

project would provide greater insight into the impact of the project over the year. We 

would like to develop our knowledge of children’s literature to expand the offering of 

‘tempting texts’ for our students. To take our informal book chat further, we could 

create dedicated online channels within our school network (Teams, Padlet, Flipgrid) to 

promote discussion outside of our RfP sessions. 
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