
St Thomas of Canterbury RC Primary School 

 
2020-2021 

Lauren McKay – Year 6 Teacher and English Lead 

Context 
 
St Thomas of Canterbury RC Primary School is a one-form entry pre-school and primary in 
the south of Sheffield. There are 210 children on roll, of which 11.42% are PP and FSM. 
The school’s current OFSTED rating is ‘Outstanding’. The percentage of pupils on an EHCP 
compared to national is 9.52%. The proportion of pupils with a statement/ Education, Health 
and Care (EHC) plan increased to 3.1% in 2019, following a slight increase in 2018 and a 
long period of stability since 2007. Pupils with an EHC plan made up 21% of all pupils with 
SEN in January 2019. In terms of pupil movement, on average we have approximately 2 
children leave/start each year. Geographically, we have a mixed catchment which brings us 
children from both affluent and deprived areas of Sheffield. 
 
I have been at this school since September 2020 in the role of Year 6 teacher and English 
Lead. The RfP project was handed over to me after being initially introduced to staff in the 
summer term of 2020. As a starting point, a culture of valuing reading was prominent in the 
school, with lots of displays and libraries for KS1 and KS2 already up and running. A 
summer reading project had been launched where each child had been bought a book by the 
school with a view to them reading it over the summer then donating it back to the library 
with a recommendation in the front cover. Staff had also been briefed on the focus that was 
coming on staff knowledge of children’s literature. 

Explore 
 
The RfP journey began before the summer holidays in 2020 when staff in the school began 
to develop their awareness of the importance of RfP and school leaders began taking steps 
to enhance the library and reading provision. Plans were also made for the purchasing of 
books that children identified. In September 2020 the OU RfP surveys were distributed to 
all staff and pupils to create a baseline of where RfP was within the school. A level of staff 
and pupil voice discussions also took place within classrooms, with teachers being given 
time to explore the school library with their children in order to establish a starting point 
idea of where their children’s interests lay. Teachers were then asked to identify a focus 
group of 3-5 children to track throughout the process.  

 
Key messages this data revealed about staff knowledge and practice:  

o Staff read regularly to their classes and children have a strong sense of their 
teachers being keen readers. Therefore, a love of reading is clearly 
promoted throughout school. It also showed that teachers have a strong 
knowledge of traditional authors and poets. This however highlighted an 
area for improvement as the staff knowledge of new and diverse authors 



and poets was limited. A wider knowledge of different genres (poetry, 
comics, picture fiction etc.) was also a weak area from staff surveys. 

Key messages this data revealed about children’s RfP attitudes and assurance 
as readers: 

o Generally, our children enjoy reading. However, almost half of the children 
did not think of themselves as ‘good readers’, showing evidence of low 
confidence. Whilst children said they read at school and enjoy doing so, 
most of them said they discuss their reading at home with parents rather 
than in school with peers or teachers. There were mixed responses 
regarding an enjoyment of being read aloud to, with younger children 
saying they liked it and older children that it was ‘okay’ or they didn’t enjoy 
it.  

Below is a presentation of some of the data I gathered from the surveys: 

 
 

 
 
Do you ever chat about what you’ve chosen to read at school? 
Yes 38% 
No 52% 

 
Do you ever chat about what you’ve chosen to read at home? 
Yes 58% 
No 34% 

 
Does anyone read aloud to you? 



Yes 68% 
No 28% 

 
Overall, the research showed us that developing teacher knowledge and confidence with a 
diverse range of authors and getting children talking about what they’re reading, were key 
areas to focus on in this project. 

Prepare 
 
Based upon our findings, the aims we decided to focus on for the project were: 
 

• For staff to develop a diverse knowledge of children’s authors from a range of 
genres and text types 

• For teachers to know their children as readers, they need to know what children are 
reading now 

• Developing this subject knowledge will enable teachers to engage enthusiastically 
and reciprocally as readers in school 

• “Those teachers who have a secure knowledge of a range of children’s literature are 
not only more able to recommend the right text for the right child, but are also 
better positioned to create a community of readers in the classroom” (Younger and 
Warrington, 2005; Kwek et al, 2007) in (Building Communities of Engaged Readers, 
Cremin et al 2014) 

• “Unless a school is staffed by people who enjoy books and enjoy talking to children 
about what they read then it is unlikely that they will be very successful in helping 
children to become readers’” (Chambers, 1973: 22) 

 
• To facilitate engaging and meaningful book talk, both pupil to pupil and pupil top 

adult 
• As it states in ‘Teachers as Readers: Building Communities of Readers’, spontaneous 

and informal book talk is one of the key factors needed to create that ‘reading for 
pleasure’ environment in the classroom 

• “Teachers realised that their growing subject knowledge enabled them to join in 
such inside-text talk conversation with increased assurance and genuine 
engagement” (Building Communities of Engaged Readers, Cremin et al 2014) 

• In Building Communities of Engaged Readers, a teacher is quoted saying that 
children need advice much more than they realised. Investigating book talk enabled 
teachers to see beyond the usual structure of guided reading and story re-telling 
and to see that when children are enthusiastic and engaged with a book they can 
discuss it at length 

 
Evidence suggests that there is a positive relationship between reading frequency, reading 
enjoyment and attainment. In order to provide our pupils with the best possible chances in 
primary, secondary and beyond, it was clear that we needed to address the reading attitudes 
of our learners and equip our staff with the expert knowledge to guide those learners in their 
early reading lives. Further to this, knowing the importance of daily reading, and how 
children who are read to daily can hear up to a million more words a year than their peers 
who are not read to by their parents or care givers we felt strongly about continuing to 



champion daily reading in our school timetable, and utilising this to promote inside text talk 
and to give staff the stage on which to share their growing knowledge with their classes. 
 
The way to develop teacher knowledge of diverse texts was clear – time and financial 
investment in our school library and classroom reading areas. The starting point for 
developing inside text talk needed more preparation and training for teachers to deliver. As 
a school our key focus is always on our bottom 20% of learners, especially given the 
disruption of the last 2 academic years. As English lead this has been the focus of every 
development day, and ongoing support and research has been shared with school staff in 
how to best support these learners. It was clear that making reading a social activity in which 
these children would be encouraged to talk about what they were reading would be a key 
step in developing their attitudes and outlooks on reading for pleasure.  
 
Class teachers in Y1-6 were asked to choose a focus group of children. The criteria for this 
was to be children from the bottom 20%, but also reluctant readers who were more able as 
a means of comparing and contrasting outcomes. There were mixtures of focus groups with 
3, 4 and 5 children in, and in total, 21 children across the school were closely monitored. 
 
The case study from Jon Biddle proved very informative when planning how to implement 
informal book talk in our own school. Jon Biddle provided us with some helpful tips, such 
as using the blurbs as talking points, looking for different opportunities in the school day to 
talk about books (especially lunch time) and ensuring adults make a point of discussing 
books with other adults in front of children to normalise and promote continued book talk.  
 
The next step was to break down these desired outcomes into manageable steps that we 
could work on throughout the year. With a focus on developing teacher knowledge of 
modern and diverse children’s literature, and introducing the concept of informal book talk, 
we felt confident that our most vulnerable readers would soon be receiving the very best 
forward-thinking approaches to developing their reading and safeguarding their future life 
chances.  

Deliver 
 
Aim 1: Staff to develop a diverse knowledge of children’s authors from a range of 
genres and text types 
 

Actions and strategies from development plan 
Members of change team to 
research recent children’s 
authors (including fiction, 
non-fiction, poetry and 
graphic novels) for 
specified age-groups and 
feedback to change team 
and wider staff, through 
school buying books. 

Plan a fortnightly book-
based task or discussion that 
involves class teachers. 

Set up a ‘recommendations’ 
area in the library to 
promote reviews and 
communication between 
different classes. 

Ask each teacher to choose 
a book for another year 
group to read/record and 
share for a different class.  



 
Effective strategy 1: Change Team Research 
 
A key driver in the development of our RfP journey was the role of the Change Team in 
researching, reading and sharing book recommendations. This was effective because it was 
driven by people who wanted to read more, and so took the pressure off any reluctant readers 
within the staff. 
 
Members of the Change Team have worked consistently to read and share new stories with 
staff, which has been done through zoom meetings, word of mouth, book trollies, a RfP 
newsletter and the RfP Hub we set up on Google Classroom. 
 
Google Classroom – RfP Hub – we have utilised this resource to make sharing reviews, 
recommendation and other RfP related materials with a large number of staff. We have 
trialled written reviews and also speedy video reviews (no more than 1 minute). These are 
also designed to be suitable for sharing with pupils so this resource can be utilised in the 
classroom. 

 
 
“I really struggle to make the time to find and read books, especially longer ones for older 
children when I’m trying to widen my knowledge. Having somewhere to refer to as easily 
as Google Classroom to scan through recommendations saves a lot of time and motivates 

me to read books so I can discuss them with the person who recommended it.” 
-Y3 teacher 

 



School library – This has been an area for development over the year, with members of the 
change team directing their time and resources into diversifying the books on offer and 
making these desirable spaces to be. We have found that the effort being put forth with this 
has encouraged staff to browse the library more often and make a point of sharing time in 
there with their children. 
 

“I used to spend library time catching up with children for boosters, but now the whole 
library slot is an event that the children get excited about. I make a point now of browsing 
with them, sharing any recommendations I have and finding books to either read for my 

own knowledge or to share at the end of the day.” 
-Y4 teacher 

 
“I wait all week for our library slot because I love looking at all the different books, and 

sometimes there’s new ones too.” 
-Y6 focus child 

 
RfP Newsletter – This is a relatively new addition to our RfP offer but has been well 
received by staff. The purpose of the newsletter is to showcase some academic reading 
alongside more informal features such as a reading spotlight for child interviews and adult 
books recommendations. We have found that presenting reading information in a variety of 
ways (meetings, CPD, newsletter, Google Classroom) allowed us to meet the preferences of 
most members of staff, as we provided different ways of accessing and absorbing the 
information. A suggested reading time was helpful for many and the addition of an adult 
book recommendation went towards supporting ongoing RfP among adults.  
 

 



 
Effective strategy 2: Recommendations 
 
We already had a recommendation area set up in the KS2 library, and the books that were 
sent home as summer gifts to the children in 2020 were returned with a ‘read by, loved 
because’ recommendation sticker on the inside cover. The RfP Hub on Google Classroom 
also contributed to the success of recommendations in improving teacher knowledge.  
 
Book trollies have been utilised in all classes as a focal point for reading, but they have also 
been used as a focal point for staff looking for ideas. Good practice on how best to showcase 
these stories has been shared with staff and they have been a great success and something 
which both adults and children have engaged with. 
 
“I like the post-it notes on the books because some are only 3 words long and it helps me 

to decide quick if I want to read the book without having to read all the writing on the 
back.” 

-Y6 focus group child 
 

 
 



 
 
The video recommendations on the RfP hub were also an effective way of delivering 
information to teachers in bitesize chunks.  
 

*** 
 
Aim 2: To facilitate engaging and meaningful ‘book talk’ between children and adults 
 

Actions and strategies from development plan 
English team to provide 
ongoing CPD for 
introduction to how teachers 
can facilitate book talk 
during daily reading 
sessions. Teachers also 
asked to identify a focus 
group to track progress. 

Class teachers to timetable 
in their own designated 
‘book talk’ time to tie into 
reading sessions while 
introducing to the children. 
If it helps, sessions to have 
clear plan and focus to begin 
with. 

Members of change team to 
actively look for 
opportunities to discuss 
reading habits with 
children. 

Each class to choose a day 
devoted to book talk (off 
timetable) to embed the 
practice and excite children. 

Staff meetings half termly to 
allow for feedback, 
development and next steps. 

Children to begin leading 
book talk sessions as and 
when teachers feel classes 
are ready. 

Later in the year, staff 
meeting about incidental 



and cross-curricular book 
talk to build on success of 
embedding informal book 
talk sessions. 

 
Effective strategy 1: Ongoing CPD and INSET 
 
The nature of this academic year has actually made CPD more readily available. With 
everything being online we’ve been able to include more staff in talks from the English Hub 
we’re partnered with (Doug Lemov, Tom Palmer, Smriti Halls and Michael Rosen to name 
a few) Therefore, staff have had a rich selection of reading CPD. The INSET we ran in 
February was also a big push in encouraging staff to take more ownership at that point in 
the project and was inspiring. Furthermore, the recommendation of books from the RfP 
sessions and these CPD sessions has been invaluable to continuing to help expose our team 
to a range of new children’s literature. 
 

“Hearing Michael Rosen speak was truly inspiring. No PowerPoint presentation, no 
gimmicks, he was just speaking from the heart – it was moving.” 

 - Y6 class teacher 
 
It has also been observed that school staff are talking about these CPD opportunities more 
often and in their general day-to-day encounters. We believe that this natural conversation 
would not be happening without this incredible range of speakers and the accessibility that 
this year of Zoom sessions has enabled. This casual discussion of what speakers have said 
and recommended is encouraged and fostered by the Change Team, who join in wherever 
possible and strike these conversations up at any given opportunity. 
 
Effective strategy 2: Class teachers’ autonomy in timetabling and introducing book 
talk 
 
We understand that busy timetables can be a source of anxiety in schools, this year more 
than every with the race to catch children up on missed learning and teach their current 
curriculum. Introducing something new must be done with care, consideration and with the 
daily life of the teachers at the forefront of leaders’ minds. Our teachers are trusted to build 
in the time for Book Talk within or additional to the 15-20 minutes of daily independent 
reading time. We understand that one size does not fit all and different age groups benefit 
from reading time at different times of the day, sometimes differing day by day depending 
on the lessons they’ve had.  
 
We shared minimum expectations that the Book Talk will feature either within the daily 
reading time or as an additional activity. Teachers given autonomy respond better than those 
who are micromanaged and distrusted to do as they are asked. Teachers want the best for 
their children, and by including them in the conversation and training around Reading for 
Pleasure, they were fully bought into the concept and believed in what we were aiming to 
achieve. This meant that all the new strategies and techniques we learned over the year, as 
well as the Book Talk, was successfully integrated in all classes from reception to Y6 in 
whatever way worked best for those individual classes and children. 
 



 
 

“Primary school timetables are infamously hectic, and at first it was daunting to hear of 
something else to include, but we took it steadily and learned the concept and reasoning 

behind why we were making the time for this, and that just made everyone super eager and 
keen to include it in their everyday classroom life.” 

- Reception class teacher 
 

Review 
 
Learning walks and monitoring show that there is a radical shift in the quality and 
intentionality behind the use of reading areas.  These areas are child focused, not ‘gimmicky’ 
and are purely focused on ensuring that children want to and have opportunity to read. These 
findings are backed up by observations around school and discussions with teachers.  
 

 
 
Every single child within the bottom 20% has made improvements in their scaled scores in 
reading, and this has occurred consistently over the academic year.  These gains range from 
+95 to +325.  Aside from data, we have noticed that the children in the bottom 20% are able 
to talk about books more, engage in discussion more and, increasingly, are able to make 
independent book choices. 
 



 
 

Our most vulnerable readers know that reading is an important and exciting skill to have. 
With reading being brought into the spotlight during such a difficult time, it has become an 
enjoyable activity and something to be treasured and valued. 
 

“RS has been loving the Bad Guys books and reading these very quickly. He is currently 
awaiting the next books in the series. When reading these books with him, he is able to go 
into lots of detail about what has happened before and engages really well with the text.” 

– Y4 teacher, bottom 20% focus child 
 

“HW likes looking at non-fiction and pictures, and is engaging in conversation about it 
with other children including FP.  FP is still passive and resists reading but will read and 

look at books with others. He did read Skate Freak which I bought for him in autumn.”  
– Y6 teacher, bottom 20% and reluctant reader 

 
“I have been reading a book that I am enjoying. I like reading a lot more now. I read 

mostly in my head but sometimes with my mum.”  
– Y2 focus child, reluctant reader 

 
“During library slots, HC has been asking which books I think she would like. She seems 
to want to enjoy a book and asks myself and others for recommendations but hasn’t yet 

found a book that she is committed to reading. She appears to like holding books and the 
idea of them.” 

 –Y3 teacher, reluctant reader 

Sustain 
 
We have learnt that RfP requires intentional and consistent focus and work, and that class 
reading areas are such an important part of this.  We have also learnt (and this specifically 
relates to the RfP research) that the critical factor is subject knowledge and author and book 
knowledge for teachers, and how they then develop this knowledge in children. 
We will continue to look at the class texts within our Mastery English curriculum and ensure 
that they are highly diverse and wide-ranging, and that they represent a world that our 



children can connect to and believe in. We will also continue to look at how we can continue 
to develop the high-quality reading areas in class and develop some reading areas around 
school as social reading spaces  
 
What we focus on improves, improvement must be measurable and whole school buy in and 
connection is essential. Linking school improvement to our school purpose is critical for 
success. 

 


