
Female-focused Book Community
By Talibah Miah



Context

I am a first year English ECT at Little Ilford School in East 
London. 

As a school, we are committed to developing our students 
as capable, eloquent and enthusiastic readers. Not only do 
we have bi-weekly library lessons in Key Stage 3, we also 
take part in the Drop Everything And Read (D.E.A.R.) 
scheme which covers pertinent topics such as refugees 
and neurodivergence. 



OU Research Inspiration and Rationale
1. Considerable knowledge of children’s literature and 

other texts
2. Knowledge of children’s reading practice
3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy which includes:

a. Social reading environments
b. Reading aloud
c. Independent reading
d. 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. (from Cremin et al., 2014, above).



OU Research Inspiration and Rationale
Based on the Teachers as Readers research, I understood 
that there was a greater need to re-conceptualise reading 
from the inside out. To me, this meant stripping the 
pedagogy back to basics and focusing on the aspect of 
‘pleasure’ first and foremost. 

Through informal book talk, reciprocal reading communities 
can be built on a foundation that encourages subjectivity and 
the personal connections we make as readers with our texts. 
In this way, a genuine personal relationship with reading 
becomes a shared experience.



Aims
★ To create a safe, informal and student-led space virtually and in-person (TaR 

3d and 5).
★ To prepare physical copies of the set text which students can keep
★ To build a mutually motivating reading relationship with Year 9 students 

where we can share book recommendations and our reading experiences 
(links to TaR 1 and 2).

→ By exploring interesting ideas, topics and analyses through book 
discussions, I sought to widen the students’ scope of literature which the 
initial reading survey revealed to be a large part of why some students often 
lacked the motivation to read. 



Outline of Case Study Going on from a recent Parents’ Evening, it 
was made evident that many Year 9 students 
were not in the habit of reading (unless told 
to in school) and did not complete the 
recommended 20 minutes of reading a day. 

My baseline data revealed that 84% of 
students found reading ‘okay’ which was 
surprising as in school a majority of students 
showed dislike or discomfort reading 
(whether their own reading book or a set 
text). 

75% said they liked to read at home rather 
than in school where there was no pressure 
to read; at home, they were free to read 
whatever they wished, for however long, and 
whenever they chose - without judgement. 
This sense of freedom was evident when a 
majority of students said during lockdown 
they mainly read websites and online games. 

Reading for Pleasure Survey



Outline of Case Study

My research encouraged me that it is the sense of a reading community that 
needed to be established, a space where readers can read for pleasure and 
discuss books in a free-flowing and non-judgemental way. The focus, then, would 
be on the journey and experience of reading rather than being outcome-based.

I decided to set up a female-focused book community, Heroines of 215, with a 
group of 9 students from my Year 9 class. 

❏ Weekly sessions after 
school (in room 215) where 
refreshments would be 
provided

❏ A Google Classroom where 
students can virtually post 
anything bookish 

❏ Informal discussions 
around books, our 
experiences, and personal 
interests

❏ Reading a novella, Gilded 
Ashes by Rosamund Hodge 

❏ Modelling reading excerpts 
of the text 



Outline of Case Study

Based on the reading survey and my own knowledge of children’s 
literature I decided that, when selecting a book, it needed to be:

1. Relatively short and easy to read (considering workload and time 
constraints)

2. Engaging and interesting for the Year 9 girls
3. In order to model motivation and reading for pleasure, I wanted to 

begin with my own favourite books such as Cruel Beauty by 
Rosamund Hodge. However, due to the length of the text, I decided 
on a novella (consisting of ten chapters) by the same author. This 
would expose students to heroines in YA and Fantasy literature as 
well as a niche within those genre - fairy tale retellings.

What are we reading?



Impact
● I was pleasantly surprised to see, after the first session 

(which lasted over an hour!), how much the students had 
enjoyed engaging in informal book talk. It was evident that 
it was a pleasurable experience for them because the 
students were allowed to talk about themselves, their likes 
and dislikes, their experiences and memories which 
naturally sparked their interest and motivation. 

● Consistency was another key element: meeting up weekly 
in a space that had now been established as non-
judgemental and fun allowed students to risk their ideas 
and opinions on the text we were reading as well as other 
reading topics. 

“After the first two chapters, 
I enjoyed it a lot. It reminds 
me of a manwha and is 
really interesting.” 

“Very interesting 
and amusing.” 

“This book was so 
good, I actually 
finished the whole 
thing.” 



Impact
● Exposure to new genres and forms of text → a few of the students were 

avid readers of manga and manwha, the latter of which I was newly 
introduced to. The students informed me of what manwha/webcomics 
were and how to read them.

● Greater knowledge and understanding into the reading practices of my 
students. Not only did this give me insight into my students as individuals 
but that further enabled me to build a better relationship with my students 
by knowing their interests and experiences. Many of these students were 
also in different form classes and friendship groups so didn’t necessarily 
know each other well but the book sessions developed friendships 
amongst them all.

● I had noted that what with the English class being male-dominated, the 
girls’ often lacked confidence to contribute in class discussions and led my 
attention to focus on the bolder personalities. I knew this was something I 
wanted to remedy and the book club did exactly that for many of the girls; 
the students developed their confidence to express their thoughts and 
ideas in English lessons because they had practiced it in Heroines of 215.



Impact
● Both my students and myself were excited to discuss all things 

books with fellow readers, even if those readers were at different 
stages of their reading journeys. This motivated me to read the 
designated chapter each week so that I was on track with the rest 
of the students (who did the same) and we would hold each other 
accountable.

● Even outside of the book sessions, the girls would often continue 
discussing books with each other and also talk to me about book 
recommendations they have whenever they saw me. This told me 
that they genuinely enjoyed discussing bookish things and now 
saw me as a ‘teacher that reads and a reader that teaches’ 
(Cremin et al., 2014).

● Students were studying creative writing in English lessons and I 
saw many of the girls incorporate themes, ideas, characters and 
vocabulary that they had gleaned from Gilded Ashes into their 
own work. One student even quoted a line from the text in her 
assessment!



Impact
● Through discovering each other’s 

interests, both the students and I 
were able to find common ground 
with the books we knew the other 
may enjoy but that also challenged 
us to go beyond our comfort zones 
of reading.



Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on
practice
● Initially, it was the ‘knowledge of children’s reading practice’ which highlighted to me a gap in my 

own pedagogy - the need to really know and understand my students, not as academic pupils, but 
as readers (Cremin et al., 2014).

● Once I had more insight into the students’ reading habits and their perspective on reading, I was 
inspired to build a space where their reading experience could be a positive one that would 
ultimately nurture their individual relationship with books. 

● Going forward, I plan to continue Heroines of 215 into next year and encourage the students to take 
the lead with the sessions so their voices, thoughts and opinions form the basis of the informal 
book talk. Not only this, but even within my department and form classes I will push for greater 
opportunities for reading for pleasure, even if it is 10 minutes at the beginning or end of the lesson 
or during form time, as well as, the time and space for informal book talk that are not always guided 
by teacher-set comprehension questions but organic discussions.
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