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Context
I am an English teacher of 22 years and 

have been the Faculty Head of English and 

Literacy in Strathaven Academy in South 

Lanarkshire, a large authority in the south 

west of Scotland, for the last 8 years.

We are already a school that values 

reading for pleasure with many activities 

long embedded such as:

• Reading registration time

• Staff wearing ‘Ask Me What I’m 

Reading’ badges and displaying 

‘Reading and Watching’ posters

• Regular RfP time in English



OU Research inspiration and rationale

These practices are long embedded and have arguably, as a result, lost their force, 

their oomph, their impact.  This has been compounded by long spells without a school 

librarian.

But while I have always advocated RfP in my own classroom, and valued reading 

aloud to my classes, my practice with regard to time spent with, and impact on, non-

readers had waned and my class library had grown stale.

I had become guilty of seeing personal reading time in my junior classes as an 

opportunity to get on with some pressing tasks of my own. 

I found myself increasingly frustrated by my inability to engage readers who choose 

not to read and the number of pupils ‘fake reading’ or window gazing during 
independent reading time.

It was definitely time to get back amongst my readers during reading time, to get off 

my bum and get involved, to share my reading habits and get to know my pupils as 

readers.



OU Research inspiration and rationale ctd.
Young people need role models who voice their passion and pleasure in reading 
and teachers who can tailor their text recommendations to different individual’s 
interests and needs. Such focused support not only increases the chance of 
young readers finding books that will satisfy them, but also leads to significant 
book blether. (Teresa Cremin)

Reflecting on this I considered the impact book talk has had in my own classroom 
over recent years, for example –

• I see the enthusiasm for books in my Advanced Higher class I use some of my 
favourite reads as a stimulus for discussion about their dissertation choices. 

• When I talked enthusiastically about a specific chapter in Maggie O Farrell’s I 
Am, I Am, I Am with my Higher class 3 of the girls bought the book and read it. 

• After completing a read of our class novel two years ago, one of my non-
readers requested the sequel and quietly got on with reading it, often oblivious 
to the other work going on in the classroom. Overjoyed, at times I let him read 
rather than engage in the work of the class.

I was influenced in my thinking not only by articles and webinars Teresa Cremin 
but by Reading for Pleasure by Kenny Pieper, Tell Me by Aidan Chambers and 
Alex Quigley’s Closing The Reading Gap.

The opportunity to join the SLC OU Teachers’ Reading Group and to engage in 
further professional reading and discussion came just at the right time, not least 
because I had been reading about the impact of RfP as a key factor in closing 
the attainment gap and in any COVID recovery plan.  



Aims
“There is no such thing as a child who hates to read; there are only children who 
have not found the right book.”
― Frank Serafini

• To explore the impact of sharing my own habits as a reader especially on 
readers who actively choose not to read, those who have become disengaged 
from reading, and endeavour to find books right for them. These are the pupils 
Donalyn Miller refers to as the ‘alliterate: those who read perfectly well but who 
choose not to.’ K Pieper flags these pupils up as the ones who need to be 
convinced of the importance of reading in their lives and therefore where I 
could perhaps have the greatest impact as a reading role model.

• To explore how to make more effective use of independent reading time - to 
refresh my practice and concentrate my efforts on effective book talk with and 
between pupils.

In short, I needed to get to know my pupils better as readers.

As FH I wanted to start in my own classroom but with a longer term aim of 
sharing my findings with my department colleagues and staff across the school.

Specifically, then, the aims of this research project were:

• To extend my knowledge of YA texts (and by extension the choice available 
in my classroom to engage all pupils)

• To make more effective use of independent reading time, specifically to 
include greater book chat to increase enthusiasm/desire to read



Outline Texts to Tempt - ‘Teacher knowledge of children's literature is the cornerstone 
of effective reading for pleasure practice in school’ (Teresa Cremin)

Kenny Pieper writes that negative attitudes are created by lack of choice 
and a lack of good books when there is a choice, so I knew this was where I 
wanted to start. He recommends books which pupils can judge by their 
covers – ‘never offer something you wouldn’t read yourself’.

In order to refresh my class library, I aimed to give over my own RfP time to the 
project – professional reading about RfP and a wider selection of YA fiction 
and non-fiction.

Aidan Chambers’ pertinent advice when it comes to updating the class 
library is about ‘accessibility of a large number of varied texts’ whilst the 
Scottish Book Trust recommends a mix of the ‘old but gold’ and the ‘new and 
bold’.

I intended to seek out, in particular, books with teen content but aimed 
at those with a lower reading age in order adequately to support and advise 
my lower ability readers, steering them towards books that would engage 
their interest.

And as part of their online learning, I surveyed my S2 class about their reading 
attitudes and habits and about the books they would recommend for my 
class library or that they would read if they were on my shelves.



Outline
Class Library – Texts To Tempt

I trawled charity shops and discount websites 
buying good condition secondhand books, using 
pupil responses augmented by the Twitter 
community, the OU RfP newsletter, colleague, 
librarian and pupil recommendations as well as 
the Carnegie long and short lists. I purchased 
comics and added to my collection of graphic 
novels. 

I also made a bid to the school’s Pupil Equity Fund 
for the project (given that many non-engaged 
readers are also part of our PEF group) and was 
granted £200 which I spent mainly on small sets of 
highly recommended Barrington Stoke and OU 
Press books aimed at pupils with dyslexia/low 
reading age. 

Books purchased, I next thought about how best 
to present the library - the display needed to be 
eye-catching and tempting– I turfed out tatty 
books, put books in different stands and levels with 
room to browse. 





The big reveal of the new class library got the desired 
effect and created the jumpstart required – the 
challenge for me was to maintain that initial buzz.

I initially positioned myself as librarian and guide, 
helping pupils to navigate the new layout and 
content, asking questions and using my knowledge 
about them as pupils to help them select books.

‘Reading is often portrayed as a solitary activity but is 
however fundamentally social in nature.’ (OU RfP)

I started with a series of reflective tasks on reading –
a series of book blethers which led to some reflective 
homework tasks. 

- ‘How do I read?’

- My Reading History

- ‘Tell Me’ grids

- Using the class novel to model book chat

Through increased chat and reflection over a period 
of that initial 3 weeks the status of reading in my 
classroom rose considerably. 



A book, a biscuit and a blether

As Aidan Chambers notes, ‘reading is a 

social activity, and it is at its most social 

when we share our reading by talking 

about it’. This means giving pupils ‘time to 

chat informally together’ about books. This 

led to the creation of a series of pupil-led 

mini book groups to encourage book 

blether amongst friends.

Every Friday started with reading for 

pleasure to classical music with a starter 

slide on the board as food for thought. 

Pupils then moved into their book groups.  



I let the pupils choose their own groups, 

setting a maximum of 4 pupils in each 

group.

The group members then chose the same 

book to read together from a wide 

selection of new books.

Each group got to discuss the cover, the 

blurb and the opening before deciding 

which one to stick with.

The structure of the time naturally evolved 

its own shape. The pupils were happy to 
engage in some reading aloud to one 

another as well as discussing their thoughts 

about the book using a ‘book blether

menu’ of questions.

At the end of the period pupils decided on 

an achievable target of pages for all group 

members to read before the next Friday.



IMPACT

• Devoting time to reading the class novel ‘The Ruby In The Smoke’ aloud, stopping occasionally to model informal 

book chat made ‘Are we reading the novel today?’ and ‘Can you read for the whole period?’ popular refrains.

• Connecting the class novel to the new content in my class library exposed pupils to new novels and a wider variety 

of genres. Combining this with the ‘Tell Me’ grids led to pupils choosing a wider variety of texts – the differing 

opinions about each opening shaped reading choices and preferences. 

• Positioning myself at the class library or in the vicinity more pupils asked me for recommendations and even more 

asked their peers, the acknowledged readers in the class. 

• But as pupils of all abilities grew excited about what they were reading they were keen to talk and waiting lists 

arose for books like ‘Heartstoppers’, ‘Girl, Missing’ , ‘Bearmouth’ and ‘Ready Player One’. Generally there was more 

trying out genres and exchanging of books, pupils unafraid to put back books they were not enjoying and more 

keen to persevere and find a book to connect with.

• Within 3 weeks ‘fake reading’ had reduced significantly and no pupils were resorting to reading David Walliams or 

Wimpy Kid. There is a zen-like calm as pupils filter in, get their books out and read while classical music plays quietly 

in the background. Occasionally I become aware of the noise in the corridor outside and marvel at the complete 

contrast to the undisturbed book bliss in my room. 



I could see change and impact in the written 

reflective tasks. One pupil’s responses to the ‘How 

do I read?’ task were so disappointing that she 

was gently encouraged to have another go, to 

reflect more deeply and honestly about her 

feelings when she is asked to read or given time 

to read.

Despite her fixed mindset her second set of 

responses gave me a starting point for helping her 

to move forward. 



IMPACT OF BOOK, BISCUIT AND BLETHER FRIDAYS

• Friday's 'A book, a biscuit and a blether' became the highlight of the week for all of us. At first, 
groups needed the menus to to shape their discussions and one group needed me to join them 
to model it. But after only a few weeks the groups rarely referred to the menus. The quietest 
pupils were given confidence by discussing their opinions with supportive friends.  

• ‘Conversations around texts are important because they are where children learn to think 
about texts. Teachers need to make sure that ALL children are included in them and that their 
voices are heard.’ (OU RfP)

Because pupils were reading the same books this was so much easier. I did guide groups 
towards books I felt they would all enjoy, for example 3 boys who share a sense of humour 
were happy to read The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole. A group of 2 reluctant readers, a 
boy and girl, agreed to try out a new book I had purchased on recommendation but not 
read called I Am The Minotaur – they enjoyed the responsibility of reporting back to me 
their thoughts. Two more able girls who couldn’t find a book that would challenge and 
interest them requested ‘a feminist book’ and powered through 'A Handmaid's Tale'. This is 
where my knowledge of this class (having had them for 2 years) really helped. 

• And, while I enjoyed joining the groups to chat or to hear them read aloud I noticed that my 
presence in the groups was often an interruption to the very natural conversations taking place. 
The more they read and got into their books the more the groups were keen to simply read on, 
aloud, to one another – giggling at and reacting to the key moments together.  

• My primary job became overseer and biscuit facilitator. I could only look on in pride at my 2 
non-readers, listening to one another read I Am The Minotaur in order to be able to tell me how 
many pages they had read.



A child
A book
A read
A chat.
This is the way 
the mind grows. 

Not with a test 
but a tale.

Michael Rosen

“For the first time I’ve 
finished a book. It wasn’t 
difficult like I thought it 

would be because we all 
read it at the same time 

and I didn’t want fall 
behind.”

“I’m reading more books 
because I am getting to 
know more good books 

that really interest me. My 
friends tell me what to 

read next." “I’ve changed the way I 
read because I see it 

doesn’t matter how long it 
takes to get through a book 
as long as you are reading.”



Reflections on 
impact the TaRs 
research had on 

practice



Nancie Atwell -
“The job of adults who care about reading is to move heaven and earth to put that book into a child’s hands.”

Did my pupils read more and better? Did they want to read? The answer has been a resounding yes for the 
majority of pupils and it was the key OU advice that proved vital. It was a combination of:

1 High quality reading aloud of the class novel 'The Ruby In The Smoke’ primarily for enjoyment;
2 Giving time for pupils to talk about texts reader to reader - about the class novel and about their book 

group books;
3 Giving pupils uninterrupted choice-led independent reading time;
4 Substantially increasing the choice, variety, accessibility of books through the purchase of texts to  

tempt for the class library.
I have seen, even in a short period of time, the impact of providing books, providing enthusiasm and knowledge, 
of modelling reading and reading chat/behaviour and most importantly of providing them with the time to read.

It was clear quite quickly that the class were well-equipped to talk about books by Chambers definition: they 
were surrounded by a ‘knowledgeably chosen’ stock of books, they were read aloud to every day and were 
expected to read for themselves daily. Launching this project for our last term together and immediately post-
lockdown number two had the added benefit of creating a real sense of community lost as we worked in our own 
homes.

There is real power in pupils talking about books – without me. Yes, there needs to be guidance and modelling 
but it does not take long for pupils freshly enthused about reading to initiate and maintain this for themselves. 
The inclusion of pupil interests, pupil recommendations and pupil wishlists initiated that enthusiasm and mean I 
now have an impressive and inspiring class library.

This project has been an important reminder that pupils have to want to read and that that can be shaped by an 
enthusiastic adult prepared to raise the level of challenge; that time and care and attention can pay dividends in 
terms of making enthusiastic readers of all pupils in our classes.
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