
The Girls, the 

Boys, the Mole and 

the University 
by Georgie Lax 

Context 
Starcross Primary is a happy, 

vibrant, village school, 

organised into single year 

group classes, with a 

Preschool on site. 

Our classes are named after 

seabirds:  
Sandpipers - Reception 

Kittiwakes – Y1 

Curlews – Y2 

Oystercatchers – Y3 

Avocets – Y4 

Razorbills – Y5 

Puffins - Y6   

235 children attend, with the number of SEN pupils being slightly below the national average. Pupil 

Premium children are 8% below national, and we have very low numbers of EAL. Historically, reading 

results have been broadly in line with, or slightly below, national standards.  

With support from Ilsham English Hub, we embedded a new Phonics 

programme in 2019. Since then, our Year 1 Phonics Screening Check 

results have either exceeded or greatly exceeded national averages. 

We are confident in teaching the ‘Skill’ to read. 

Last year, two of our classes focused significantly on Reading for 

Pleasure (RfP). This year, with the support of Open University 

experts, we aim to foster the ‘Will’ to read in all our pupils.



Rationale 
 

Starcross was invited into the Open University’s Reading Schools 

Programme this academic year. In anticipation of this, we established a 

baseline in Summer 2021. All children completed OU RfP surveys; age 

appropriate interviews and observations were also made in Preschool. 

Data illustrated that as children moved through the school, their 

positive views on reading, and their own reading competence, decreased: 

 

 Results from EYFS/KS1 – Summer Term 2021: 

 

Results from KS2 – Summer Term 2021: 

   

Attitudes towards reading were variable across different year groups.  

 

Preschool could state that 100% of children engaged in RfP continuous provision in Summer 

2021 (43 children).  
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Surveys were repeated in Autumn 2021, 

presenting different results. Some children who 

had ‘LOVED’ reading in the Summer, were now 

going to need additional support to reignite 

their volition. e.g. Sandpipers’ positive attitudes 

towards reading had significantly decreased, 

illustrating their love of reading was not yet 

intrinsic.  

 

 

 

KS2 Autumn quotes focused on children’s positive and negative views of reading: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I can't find my kind of 

book.”  

 “I'm not a good reader.”  

“…not all books are 

interesting.” 

 “I find most books 

boring.”  

“You learn things.”  

“It makes you more 

independent.”   

“You get absorbed in the 

book!” 

“It makes you relaxed.”  
 



 

 

 

All staff also reviewed their practice at the 

start of the Autumn term.  

 

The main headlines were… 
 
 

• Some new and diverse authors 

mentioned, but many were not 

current. 

• Some staff were reliant on texts they 

enjoyed as children/shared with own children.  

• Gaps in knowledge of poetry. 

• Some staff didn’t name any poets; less than 50% named 

three poets. 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Word Cloud to illustrate the names (and frequency) of authors identified by staff in the 

knowledge audit (September 2021): 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“(This) Dahl dependency and over reliance on a ‘canon’ of well-

known writers represents cause for concern. … This will 

constrain the profession’s capacity to respond effectively … 

and nurture readers for life (Cremin 2019).”  
  

Word Cloud to illustrate the names (and frequency) of poets identified by staff in the 

knowledge audit (September 2021): 
 



Aims 
 

We established a Change Team (CT) of passionate Teachers and Teaching Assistants, 

representing all year groups. An Action Plan for the year was created and CT members were 

assigned specific responsibilities.  

 

 

The Boy, the 

Mole, the Fox 

and the Horse by 

Charlie Mackesy  

was 

recommended 

by a CT 

member. We 

revisited this 

book 

throughout the year. 

 

 

It was clear that RfP was valued, but it had no 

specific structure.  

Staff found it easier to identify keen readers 

than those who may be disengaged, which again highlighted the importance of this process.  

 

 

Baseline data, and discussions between Teachers and TAs, led to certain 

children being identified as RfP Disadvantaged. 

 

 

 

Children who stated they ‘did not like reading,’ 

and those who said they were ‘not good 

readers,’ received targeted support. 

About 20% of children were identified in each 

class, including SEN and PP. In many cases, 

focus children were proficient readers, but 

lacked volition.  

 

 



 

Focus children were allocated to specific adults, and 

staff were given journals and guidance to track 

changing attitudes to reading, as well as their impact 

on children over the course of the year. 

 

When children and adults can talk together 

about books in common, it is a satisfying 

‘meeting of minds’ (Mills, 2011). 

 

Although the impact on focus children would 

be paramount, we also aimed to raise the 

profile of RfP for every pupil, creating a 

culture shift that would support all children, and indeed adults on their 

volitional reading journeys.  
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Staff surveys also identified a lack of, and 

confusion around, Independent Reading 

Time (IRT) in school…  
 

 

As Hempel-Jorgensen (2018) and Cremin 

(2014) observe, if adults are not reading 

role-models or use IRT solely for 

assessment purposes, we constrain the 
joy of reading. 
 

 

Our research enabled us to identify our 

two main areas for improvement over the 

coming year: 
 

RfP Aim 1. Knowledge of current literature – 

with a focus on POETRY  

RfP Aim 2. Pedagogy - 

Independent Reading Time  

Parents 

were fully 

informed 

of our 

journey, 

and we 

were very grateful for their help financing a 

poetry opportunity with a very special Mole! 
 



Outline and Delivery 
 

Aim 1: 1 - Knowledge of current Literature, with a focus on Poetry – all staff 

and pupils 
 

We delivered the following actions: 

 
Teachers identified appropriate texts for 

their class, including poetry, based on 

children’s interests and survey data, 

introducing new, diverse literature, 

ensuring all children were represented. 

These books were wrapped and delivered to each 

class as a special Christmas gift to all children! 

We also used Devon Library services to order additional RfP and poetry book boxes for each class.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Regular CT and staff meetings, and whole school assemblies, 

introduced new authors and poets, such as Simon Mole, Karl 

Nova, Matt Goodfellow and AF Harold. 

 

Examples of OU case studies were shared with staff, 

recommending effective strategies for promoting 

poetry. 

Poem a day icons 

were added to all 

classes’ visual 

timetables. Children 

expected to 

listen to poetry 

every day! 

We celebrated annual events such as 

World Book Day and World Poetry Day, 

which now formed part of school 

culture, 

rather than 

being 

tokenistic.  
 

Staff added 

‘what I am 

reading’ 

inserts to 

their 

lanyards, generating book talk between 

children and adults. 



Displays popped up around the school, taking into 

account everyone’s preferences. 

As stated by Cremin 

(2022) in a recent 

webinar, the value of author talks and visits, can indeed be 

meaningful, providing the author is known to the pupils…  
 

The impact of Ilsham Hub staff workshops 

with Michael Rosen (2021), was huge.  

Could we create this same buzz by 

introducing a new poet, not just for 

staff, but for the children?  

 

…Cue Simon MOLE! 
 

Through regular communication with Simon, 

age-appropriate workshops were arranged 

for all classes. 

 

In preparation, all children completed an 

online Simon Mole workshop. There was 

no need to write anything down, no judging or correcting or 

analysing. It was purely pleasure based! 
 



 

We were all inspired during 

Simon’s residency at school! 

Children listened to Simon 

read his work aloud, and were 

supported with writing their 

own poems.  

The results of this have been 

incredible!  
 

 

 

 

 

My bike is really awesome ansangulous!!!! 

My bike is really speedy quick! 

There are turbo boosters on the back, 

a cinema screen on the side,  

fire on the spokes and 

a rainbow invisible cloak! 

There are 16 connections on 

the chain on my bike. 

There are 20 sonic wheels! 

Wheeeee, Arrghhhh, 

Nooooooo, Goooooooooo 

Loooooooe, Whoooooosh, 

Wooooooo Hooooo, Yeeeee 

Hoooo! 

This is fun! 

My bike is called 

SPEEDY MEATBALL TURBO BOOSTER BIKE! 

We zoom to the funfair, the beach, and the circus 

in Scotland, my friend’s house and a shop in 

Africa!!!! (Y1 class poem)  
 

 

As a result of this, and class teachers setting time aside for 

daily poetry read-alouds, Year 1 children cannot stop writing 

(and reading aloud) their own poetry, and regularly seek out 

poetry books during IRT. Many children asked for a Simon 

Mole book at our School Book Fair. 



 

During class read alouds, the children WANT to 

know who the author is, regularly asking: “Is this 

a Simon Mole book?”  
 

All we did was provide the introduction, 

everything else is intrinsic. 
 

 

Simon was very happy for us to refer to 

him as ‘the Mole’ in our project title! 

 
“Just a quick one to say thanks for a great week at Starcross. I really enjoyed 

my workshops with year 3 & 4 yesterday, and then with 5 & 6 today – they did 

some brilliant writing, and it was fantastic to see how supportive of each other 

they were and how carefully they were listening to each other  

- total poetry superstars!” 
 

Preschool’s work with 

Simon: 

 

Happiness is dark 

pink 

Happiness is 

sausage pasta! 

Happiness is the 

fast train ride 

I stick my tongue 

out! 

Happiness is the playground with my family 

Happiness is a cuddle with mummy 

Happiness is unicorns everywhere 

Happiness is a massive T-Rex 

Happiness is doing puzzles with daddy 

Happiness is a kitty kat - miaow miaow 
 

During Simon’s workshops,  ALL children, including our 

FOCUS sample were engaged! 



 

 

 

 

Example 

of a Y2 

poem 

written 

during the 

Simon 

Mole 

workshop 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aim 2 – Pedagogy - Independent (RfP) Time (IRT) Is it LIST? – Learner Led, 

Informal, Social, with diverse and relevant (OECD 2011) Texts that Tempt, as 

referenced by Cremin (2019). 

 

Having read OU case study examples, we aimed to provide children with 60 - 90 minutes of 

non-attainment, pleasure-based Independent Reading Time each week. 

 

Further RfP icons 

were provided and 

included on daily 

visual timetables. 

 



We encouraged staff to 

develop ‘book talk’ and shared 

OU Book Chat resources with 

staff/parents. 
 

The Reading Leader and Head 

Teacher conducted a Deep Dive 

into reading in the Spring, ensuring 

all classes were working towards 

our Aims.  

 

We learned so much from 

Preschool, who place huge emphasis 

on pleasure-based IRT.  
 

We introduced BOOK 

VOTES to all classes, 

representing the children’s 

preferences.                   

 

 

Staff from Preschool to 

Year 6 shared daily stories 

that were NOT attainment 

based. 

 

The MYSTERY BOOK is 

always popular in the 

class vote! 
 



Learner Led 

   Informal 

      Social 

        Texts that  
             Tempt!  

 

Staff regularly use IRT to 

support their FOCUS 

CHILDREN. 
 

 

 

 

Our oldest children often 

chose to spend their IRT 

reviewing picture books, 

visiting younger classes to 

share reviews and read aloud.  
 



Why do Y6 like to review, recommend and read to Y1 so much? 

“It makes me and the younger children happy.” 

“Not to get out 
of class!!! I like 
to encourage 
others to read.” 
 

Classes have 

constructed RfP 

charters, based 

on Children’s 

Right to Read 

(2018).  
…some considerations 

from Razorbills’ RfP 

Charter 

Use books carefully, Chat about 

books, Move around the classroom 

respectfully, Recommend books to 

each other, Listen respectfully, 

Be polite 



We regularly enjoy illustrator ‘draw-alongs,’ and are also big fans of getting 

artistically creative with rich texts, such as Peter H Reynold’s ‘The Dot!’ 

All classes completed a ‘Me as a 

Reader’ Activity, identifying 

WHERE, WHY, WHEN, WHO, 

HOW and WHAT they like to 

read. Staff specifically noted 

FOCUS CHILDREN’S 

responses.  

 

Our younger children paired up with 

older READING BUDDIES, who 

supported their enjoyment of reading. 

Focus children across the school are 

included in many of these pairings.  

 



“I want to do my morning 

maths quick so we can read. I 

like to help her if she 

struggles with a word.” 

“This helps them understand 
more words. It makes me feel 
happy that I can help them.”  
“I like to see everyone together 
and forming relationships with 
each other.” 

Impact and Reflections 
 

All teachers and TAs log Focus Children 

developments on a spreadsheet, allowing staff to 

see progress and identify next steps.  

 

Staff have been creative; sourcing, 

locating and buying texts of specific 

interest to their focus children.  

 

Children’s views have been valued, 

and the diverse nature of readers 

has been understood like never 

before.  
 
As staff knowledge of current 

literature develops, they have 

grown in confidence when offering 

support to children. Our 

participation in the OU Reading Schools 

Programme has helped with this 

enormously. 



As Hempel-Jorgensen et al (2018) note, ’teachers have been “supported to reconsider the 

nature of reading in order to encompass children’s volition and social interaction around 

texts.” 

 

A selection of focus children IMPACT examples from staff:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

“The golden moment was the           

other day when l saw her sat on a 

chair in with a couple of other 

children on chairs together facing 

her, she was holding up a book, 

sharing it, rather like we do when we 

read to the class!” Rec 

 

“He would easily become distracted. I 

spoke to Mum. After finding out he liked 

dinosaurs and insects, I made sure there 

were plenty of reference and picture 

books available for him to choose. He now 

asks me to sit and read/look at them 

with him.” Preschool 

 

“He loves stories, and is one of 

the best in the class for 

understanding a story that he 

has read, or has been read to 

him. He often laughs and is fully 

engaged with reading in a pair 

during RfP (IRT), and with 

stories in class.” Y2 

 

“by tailoring the books 

to her interest, she is 

now engaged and 

focused on the story 

being read” Rec 

“At the beginning he really didn't like reading, 

continually losing books or leaving his AR school 

book at home. But then he started bringing in 

home books and wanting to read these books that 

are well above his range … it was because his peers 

were reading these and he wanted to fit in… many 

books in his range, he thought looked babyish. 

We spent a long time looking at books in his range, 

with new ones arriving as well… 

He is now happy to regularly clock in with me and 

actively wants to read to me!!!” Y4 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“He loves mice, and was hoping for a pet mouse for 

his birthday. In RfP sessions, I introduced him to a 

couple of books with mice in the illustrations e.g. 

Mr Magnolia… he soon took to hunting for mice in 

illustrations of different books. I saw him in one of 

the early RfP sessions getting a piece of paper to 

copy the mice in the illustrations in one of the 

books. As a class read aloud, I chose Happy 

Mouseday, which is about a boy who wants a pet 

mouse and is not allowed one, so he goes to 

secretly buy one and keep it in his tree house. (I 

did tell him this would not be a good idea in real 

life!). “ 
 

 

“MARCH -: I was able to sit in the book corner 

with him and some other children and read to 

them. He said nothing throughout the whole 

story, except ‘I like this bit’ or ‘I like him 

best’. He was completely focused on the story 

(it’s not a short book!). I think he even told 

another child to ‘shhh’ when they interrupted 

me at one point! MAY - When I asked him last 

week about reading, he told me he LOVES IT!” 

“Now when I ask him if he likes reading he 

tells me he does. He especially liked today’s 

reading book which is all about bugs. He says 

he reads on his new blue sofa at home with 

Mummy and Daddy and especially before 

bedtime. He tells me that his favourite books 

are about snakes and his TOP fact that he has 

learnt is that “snakes don’t slime!” 

Rec 

 



Focus children – IMPACT 

Reception and KS1 FOCUS CHILDREN survey responses in Autumn 2021 and June 2022: 

Only 2/18 focus children now ‘do not like’ reading, compared to 9 children at the start of the project. 

The majority of children now view themselves as ‘good readers.’ 

KS2 FOCUS CHILDREN survey responses in Autumn 2021 and June 2022: 



Only 3/28 KS2 focus children now ‘do not like’ reading, compared to 13 at the start of the 

project, with 11 children now voicing they ‘love reading.’ 17 focus children now believe they 

are good/very good readers, compared to only 5 at the start. 

 

Whole school data illustrates positive changes also, particularly with respect to 

Curlews and Razorbills, who have been on their RfP journeys for two years; 
indicating RfP in school MUST be an ongoing process.  

 
Rec/KS1 class data – end of Summer 2022: 

 

KS2 class data – end of Summer 2022: 

In Kittiwakes, 12/29 children now cite poetry as 

their favourite thing to read and listen to.  

 

This illustrates how tiny tweaks, such as a 5-

minute poetry focus per day, can ignite children’s 

love of poetry!  

 

Children now CHOOSE to read and write their 

own poems!  
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In Preschool, 80% of focus children actively engage with, seek out and request RfP 

experiences, and 90% of the whole cohort engage with RfP opportunities.  

 

 “We noticed that for World 

Book Day, all children 
arrived at Preschool with a book 

from home! Very pleasing.” 

 

Staff feedback 
 

“This project has had a knock on effect 

to include many other children not in 

the first focus groups... which we've 

been able to refocus / encourage... we have guided them to read totally 

different books!” 
 

Previously, poetry was 

not well represented in 

any classes, now 

poetry books fill every 

classroom. 
 

This year, all 
classes have made 

Independent RfP 

Time a priority. 

 

 



Staff are unanimous in voicing the 

positive change in their knowledge 

of authors and poets, with 37% 

identifying a considerable change.  
Read aloud choices are shared between 

staff and children in ALL classes. 

“The RfP project has inspired us all… choosing a 

wider variety of books, giving the children more 

choices… My knowledge of children’s authors has 

broadened. I am sharing what I read with the 

children much more. I am reading more because I 

want to share this information and talk to the 

children about their book choices.” 

Roald Dahl no longer monopolises staff author responses, with more current and diverse 

names now added to the mix. 
 



89% of staff actively seek out appropriate books for children.  

 

RfP-based IRT, poetry, whole school culture shift and 

improved knowledge were cited as the most dramatic changes during the year.  

 

A broader range of poets were mentioned in staff survey responses: 

 

“I think we have 

highlighted the need for 

poetry, and how poetry 

can be fun!”  

 
 

 

Further positive changes have been observed, such as KS1 SATS reading results being 10% 

higher than in 2019.  

 

The frequency in which KS2 children are changing Accelerated Reader books has increased 

and we have observed improved scores on NFER Reading assessments… 

 

 

 



 

Triangles above the line illustrate Y4 

children who have made better than 

expected progress.  
 

“All the children now seem to love 

reading for pleasure across the 

whole school… Over the last couple 

months, I have noticed the less 

engaged children in the class, 

have asked to read more.” 

 

Parent Feedback 
In May 2022, we sent surveys to 

parents, asking them to share their 

views on the project.  

 

We allocated 20 copies of Alison 

David’s (2014) – Help Your Child Love 

Reading to parents based on their need to support RfP at home.  

 
“Every night he is now reading for longer 

and longer.” 

 

“She reads 'forever' at bedtime. It 

is very hard to get her to turn off 

the light :).” 
 

          “He adores reading!” 

  
“She talks about what her classmates read 

and recommend to each other.” 

 

“She is trying to expand to read books 

from other authors.” 



  

“In class, they have had a visit from Andy Griffiths, and he has since read every single 

book he has published.” 

 

Parents commented on changes in children’s knowledge of new authors/literature.  

Simon Mole and poetry were the most frequent responses. 

 

 “Her interest in poetry has increased since learning from, and watching Simon Mole.” 

 

“She has enjoyed poetry at school and now likes to write her own poems.”  

 

“Huge increase in poetry interest and awareness, especially writing her own poems.” 

 

“She really loved the 'Sam Sedgman 

Workshop' and has now read all of his books.”  

 

 “She is keen to listen to poetry books we 

have. She likes to write/sing her own 

poetry.” 

 

“He really liked Simon Mole when he came 

into school and talks about poems after 

school.” 

 

 



Parent comments 

and summary word 

cloud  
 

“Love the project for the 
children and parents. - 
Great to start the love 
from early on.” 
 

“Brilliant wonderful and 

very much appreciated for all the RFP efforts from staff.” 

 
“Thank you. He shied away from his school reading books. He didn't enjoy them, now he 
does. :) “ 
 

“The extra books provided by Reading for Pleasure allows us to explore book 
styles we wouldn't normally choose.” 
 

“It is fantastic giving the children more time to read for pleasure in school 

and the staff are really inspiring them to read more.” 
 

“Such a great project! It has inspired our children, and also us to share and make 

visible our own Reading for Pleasure with the children.” 

 

“Thank you 

for all you are 

doing. I think 

reading is so 

important and 

I am really 

grateful that 

he is getting 

all this from 

school.” 
 

 



Children’s voice: 
 

 “It is ok, as long as nothing is competitive 
about reading”  

“I love reading, partly because I am good at 

reading and spellings, but also it is a nice way 

to relax” 

 “It makes me feel calm.” “It helps you get really good at stuff. 

 “I am a good reader, but I’ve not got a big range (AR), 

but it is fun to read.” 

“I would like to think I am quite 

imaginative.”  

“I am chilling while reading.”  
“I love it when my teacher reads aloud… I 
like it when I can imagine the characters 
and draw while he reads.”  

 

 

“I prefer reading at home, 

and at school, because I can 

do Reading for Pleasure.” 

 

With the support from the OU, and guidance from the key text Building Communities of 

Engaged Readers as well as the tenacity, resilience and imagination of all staff and pupils at 

Starcross, we are developing as a whole school reading community, the value of this for our 

pupils is infinite! 

“…ways forward need to be found to nurture desire, recognise difference, respond to 

diversity… and build richly reciprocal and engaged communities of readers, within and beyond 

schools (Cremin et al., 2014).” 

“I didn’t really like 

reading before, but 

now I do. It’s sick, it’s 

rad, it cracks me up!” 

Y5 pupil 

 
 



Summary and Next Steps:  
 
 “I am ‘okay’ at reading because on the (AR) quizzes I 

only get 80 – 100%” -many KS2 children rate their 

reading competence based on their success with the 

Accelerated Reading programme, a possible concern for 

the future? 

Research overwhelmingly states the benefits of RfP. 

Not only does an intrinsic love of reading support 

children’s academic success, it also provides direct 

links to empathy, valuing and appreciating diversity, 

and exposure to other cultures. RfP better equips 

children to be resilient adults, with positive links to 

emotional wellbeing in later life. 

“…studies … have found a strong association with 

emotional and personal development… RfP enhances 

empathy, 

understanding 

of the self 

and the ability to understand one's own and others' 

identities (The Reading Agency: 2015).” 

 

Cohorts who experienced RfP provision last academic year 

had a greater ‘love’ of reading and, higher opinions of 

themselves as readers, than in other classes. 

 

What would happen to our focus group if we had not 

supported them this year? As a proportion of focus children 

were also proficient readers, they had potential to be ‘lost’ 

throughout their whole school journey. 

 

Our Reading Leader 

will target the 

needs of focus 

children in dedicated RfP time next year. Additionally, 

recent data has identified new individuals who also need 

support.  

 

IRT, poem a day, book talk, non-curriculum based class 

stories and book votes, will absolutely remain on next 

year’s timetable.  

 

We are a reading school; it is too important 

not to be part of our ethos. We are mindful 

however, that this is only the beginning of 

our journey. 



We will continue to evaluate our practice, share new books and keep up to date with POETRY, and 

award winning children’s literature. 

 

We aim to spread the huge CULTURE SHIFT that we have witnessed this year, out further to parents 

and the wider community. 

The journey has not been 

easy, especially dealing 

with pandemic disruption, 

substantial staff absence 

and turnover, however it 

has been more than worth 

it.  
 

To complete the school year, 

staff look forward to another 

RfP session with Michael 

Rosen, a whole school Booknic, 

promoting the Summer 

Reading Challenge with Devon 

Libraries, and taking part in a 

live Simon Mole write-along, 

based on his new picture book 

‘I Love my Cat!’  

“Reading for pleasure has many non-literacy benefits and 

can increase empathy, improve relationships with others, reduce 

the symptoms of depression and improve wellbeing throughout 

life (The Reading Agency: 2015). 
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