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Context 

 

I am the Whole School Literacy Lead at Wellacre Academy in Trafford. We are a 
non-selective all boys secondary school in a highly selective local authority.  

Remote learning had a huge impact on reading in teenagers and restrictions at 
school meant that access to texts was more limited than we would have liked. As a 
result, many students only read in their English lessons and my main task when 
being appointed in June 2020 was to rebuild the reading culture of the school. Many 
students felt that reading was a punishment and something they would only do when 
forced to instead of being able to see the benefits regular reading has on all aspects 
of life.  

 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

The Department for Education produced a paper entitled ‘Research Evidence on 
Reading for Pleasure’ (2012) which identified that children who come from home 
environments where reading is discussed, and opportunities for reading are plentiful, 
are more likely to choose to read themselves. Not all students are fortunate enough 
to have this support for reading at home; it is vital that schools model this behaviour 
in its place. 
 
The main reason our students don’t enjoy reading is that they could never find 
anything to read. I found that when English teachers were asked by students for 
book recommendations, they tended to stick with well-known classics for safety. It 
was clear that teachers needed to become engaged in Young Adult authors to better 
meet the students’ needs.  
 
The Open University’s Teachers as Readers (TaRs) research project (Cremin et al, 
2008,2014)  identified the importance of teachers being visible as ‘readers’ to 
students and this connected nicely with the school’s need to have a deeper 
knowledge of children’s and YA fiction. The finding that increased knowledge of 
children’s texts leads to a greater enthusiasm, consequentially resulting in an 
increase in the enthusiasm of the students, was particularly interesting.  
 



 

 
 

Alongside this research, the Open Learn courses from The Open University, 
‘Encouraging book talk in the library’ and ‘Involving the family in supporting students’ 
literacy learning’, helped me recognise the first steps needed at departmental level 
while the EEF’s guidance report ‘Improving literacy in secondary schools’ helped 
me streamline my focus and ensure we were doing less but doing it better.   

 

Aims  

• To re-establish a reading culture within the school where students understood 
the benefits of reading.  

• To discover texts which would engage students by increasing our own 
reading of children’s and YA texts.  

 

Outline 

Improving my own knowledge 

• My first steps into learning about modern children’s and YA texts was via 
Twitter. I engaged with teachers who discussed the books they had had 
success with in their schools and prioritised the books where the teacher had 
enthused about enjoying the book themselves – this was the passion that had 
been missing from the books in our school!  
 

                                                     
 
 

• I began slowly, identifying books which would fit into our current KS3 
curriculum. We are fortunate to have a curriculum which affords us the time 
to read books together regularly for the sake of reading alone. I chose two 
texts to begin with – ‘The Terrible thing That Happened to Barnaby Brocket’ 
by John Boyne and ‘High Rise Mystery’ by Sharna Jackson. I made the 
decision not to pre-read these texts first; I got to share that experience with 
the students. Both books were a success. The students frequently asked for 
more time in lesson to read the next part. With Jackson’s book, they enjoyed 
trying to work out who the murderer was with me and it frequently led to 
discussions and debates in class. While my Year 8 class was at the very top 
end of the target reading audience for this book, I found it extremely useful as 
a pre-complex text. Once we finished and the students learnt that there was a 



 

 
 

sequel, they asked for that to be our next read. We then moved onto Sherlock 
Holmes. By reading Sharna Jackson’s books first, the students were 
comfortable with the features of a detective story and so the Victorian 
language (which would usually deter some of our students) was 
inconsequential to them and students who were normally disengaged with 
reading were now using their inference skills to be the first person in the class 
to identify the culprit!  

• Once I identified books which were a success, I introduced them to the 
other teachers. I encouraged the students to speak to visitors about what we 
were reading. When members of the leadership team walk around our room it 
has been commented on how all students are intently focused on the class 
read. Reading became a treat and not something to endure.  

• I looked at other books we read as a department, ensuring that the books we 
read to our students reflected not only the world but their own life as well. Our 
stock cupboard is now full of texts which strengthen our students’ cultural 
capital while also being books they actually look forward to reading.  

• I signed up to a book recommendation service and requested books 
which were suitable for ages 11-16 on the themes of dystopia and social 
justice as these were the texts our students seemed most engaged with. As 
this is an American company, this service, while not free, did introduce me to 
authors I had not heard of before and aren’t as widely promoted in Britain. 
This helped widen my knowledge of current texts even wider with books such 
as ‘Charming as a Verb’ by Ben Philippe and ‘Yesterday is History’ by Kosoko 
Jackson.  

                                                         

Library lessons 

• To build on the work identified above, we provide our KS3 classes with one 
hour of timetabled library use each week. In this time, students have quiet 
time to read independently and teachers can also be seen to model this or 
can discuss the books that the students are reading.  

• When students finish a book, they are encouraged to write a review to tell 
other students about it. The reviews are then available for the students to 
access easily in the library and gives students more autonomy over their 
book choices. To begin with, we used templates made available through the 
Open Learn course “Encouraging Book Talk in the school library” but have 
now given students more creative freedom.  



 

 
 

 

       

                                              
 

 

 

Reading for Pleasure across the school 

• We currently have one literacy slot each week in form time. In this slot, 
students learn about a root word of a week before reading an extract linked to 
the SMSC school theme. This exposes students to a wide range of reading 
we would not be able to explore in the English curriculum. Students do not 



 

 
 

complete work on these extracts apart from a class discussion on their 
personal response to the text.  

• I have also lent books to staff so that they can discuss what they are 
reading with students and received positive feedback from staff on these 
books.  

• For World Book Day we had a readathon across KS3. There were extended 
reading opportunities across all subjects that week and on the day itself 
students read an entire book throughout the day with all of their teachers.   

Impact 

• Student voice showed that the library sessions are popular. Responses from 
a group of Year 8 PP students included:  

“[I would like] more library lessons because you get to read more which will get your 
reading score higher.” 

“[I would like] more library lessons as it helps you test your skills of a book and you 
can read peacefully as it is quiet.” 

• One KS3 class was chosen for feedback and every single student said they 
liked reading at the start of each English lesson and they enjoyed the books 
we read. Every student also said that they enjoyed the library lessons, with 
the main reason given being that it was “quiet” so they could concentrate. 
The majority of responses identified that they think it is important that 
teachers read outside of school and comments also included that they found 
reading more fun now than at primary school which contrasts with usual 
research on this.  

• My favourite verbal, unprompted response from a student this year was from 
a Year 9 student who was discussing his current read with me:  

“I never knew books could be like this!” 
 

• Both staff and student response to the extra reading for WBD was positive. 
Staff commented on how students were engaged and interested in the texts 
(they seemed surprised by this) and staff themselves were eager to learn 
how the books ended. Students enjoyed trying to see how many minutes 
they could read for throughout the week and wore their numbers like a badge 
of honour!  

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 

• The Teachers as Readers (TaRs) research influenced my practice by 
identifying how to get students engaged and talking about reading. It has 
explained the importance of teacher enthusiasm when creating a reading 
culture, especially in this is not experienced by students in their home 
environment.  

• I would like to recruit staff from other departments as ‘Reading Champions’ to 
be reading YA books regularly and feeding back to students. I also want to 



 

 
 

build on the work of World Book Day and increase reading for pleasure 
opportunities across the curriculum.   

• I also want to recruit Year 9 and 10 students as ‘Reading Champions’ to use 
form time to help promote reading to students in younger years. 

 


