
 

 
 

 

Informal Book Talk and Recommendations 

Lucy Markwell  

Context 

We are Year 4 and 5 teachers at New Christ Church Primary School in Reading, a one form 
entry school which includes pupils with English as a second language and a high proportion 
of pupil premium. We began this focus as part of our reading action plan to provide 
opportunities for pupils to know their rights as a reader, share their reading histories and 
swap current recommendations.  

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

TaRs (Cremin et al., 2014) found that in order to 
foster RfP effectively, teachers need to develop a 
reading for pleasure pedagogy which includes: 
Informal book talk, inside-text talk and 
recommendations.  When looking at developing RfP 
at New Christ Church, we were clear that for our 
children to be intrinsically motivated, they needed to 
read for themselves, at their own pace, with whom 
they choose and in their own way (Cremin, 2019). 
We were also inspired by the National Literacy Trust 

research (2020-21) into children’s reading habits. The report states that, ‘More than half of 
children say they read to relax, over 2 in 5 believe that reading makes them feel better, 
one third say it makes them feel happy and a quarter feel reading can make them feel 
better when they are sad.’ We felt that a focus on the informal book talk, inside text-talk 
and book recommendations strand of RfP pedagogy would broaden our children’s reading 
horizons and show those, who were less engaged, that reading is a valuable activity that 
gives a sense of community and improved well-being and is not just about moving up a 
reading book level. The urgency of promoting RfP was highlighted further with the research 
that showed the gap in reading enjoyment between pupils from lower-income households 
and their peers doubled during early 2020-21 and that reading enjoyment in boys eligible 
for free school meals declined, in particular over the past year (NLT, 2021).  

Aims  

● To build a highly-valued RfP classroom culture that includes peer to peer book 
recommendations 

● To establish regular opportunities for informal book talk where the teacher is also 
seen as a reader 

● To encourage and nurture independent reading choices (particularly, reluctant FSM 
boy readers) 



 

 
 

Outline 

We began by asking our classes about their views of reading using the OU RfP Pupil Reading 
Surveys. Results showed that our classes were generally very positive about reading and 

knew a range of authors but that our reluctant 
readers had a very limited knowledge of 
authors and did not really see themselves as 
readers. Our reluctant readers tended to be 
boys in receipt of FSM.  
 
We shared our own reading histories with our 
classes and asked them to create their own 24 
hours of reading posters and reading rivers so 
that we could learn about their reading habits. 

Many posters showed reading online either on a reading app or in games they were 
playing. Reading also seemed to be dominated by the texts we were reading in class and 
their school reading books.  
 
We shared the Rights of the Reader (Pennac, 1992) and as Reading Teachers, we began to 
model our own reading preferences and share examples of children’s books we had 
enjoyed. We created a recommended reads bookshelf which the children could borrow 
from and we also created a space for children to leave out books they recommended too. 
Year 5 began ‘Bring in a comic Friday’ as the children were really keen to share comics they 
had at home.  
 
Reading for pleasure for 15 minutes a day was already established across the school where 
we read aloud to the children. One of these sessions each week now became time for the 
children to sit where they liked, with who they liked, reading 
what they chose and with a few minutes to hear a 
recommendation from one pupil each week. 
 
Informal book talk was promoted across the school during World 
Book Day and we also reopened our library now that bubbles 
were no longer necessary. As we began to know our children 
better as readers, we began to purchase graphic novels and 
investigate comic and magazine subscriptions to draw in those 
readers who preferred to read these texts. 

Impact 

Aim 1: to build a highly valued RfP classroom culture that includes peer to peer 
book recommendations 
 

All classes now have an element of choice in the texts that they share as a class and as 
individuals. Teachers are now able to describe the reading preferences of their classes and 
this is informing our choices for buying new texts. Informal book talk is now happening 



 

 
 

across the school and this is something we are keen to build on as children are making 
book recommendations more regularly. In our Year 4 and 5 classes, children are regularly 
given time to make book recommendations and sometimes there is a waiting list to make 
one! If a school trip or event means that our weekly slot is moved or cannot be carried out 
that week, the children are disappointed and keep asking until we find another spare 
moment to give them that opportunity.  
 
Hearing recommendations from peers has also begun to develop books in common and this 
has been especially important in encouraging more reluctant boys to try (or at least look) at 
books that they may not have glanced at before. Children are working their way through 
collections of books with the same character or by the same author and make links and 
contrasts in their conversations. Books are passed around as children enter in the morning 
or as they walk in from break time.  
 

Aim 2: to establish regular opportunities for informal book talk where the teacher 
is also seen as a reader 
 

Pupils let me know about a book they are reading as 
they hang their coats up in the morning and we 
discuss some books we have in common. The weekly 
time has given me the opportunity to develop my 
knowledge of my class as readers and so I have 
been able to make better recommendations and 
bring in magazines or children’s newspapers for 
those who are interested in the natural world or 
current events. New editions always spark 
enthusiasm and during the week I see them being 
passed around. The exercise book recording texts 
that have been borrowed from my shelf is being 

used more often and by a larger number of children across the class as books are better 
matched to their interests.  
 

Aim 3: to encourage and nurture independent reading choices in reluctant boy 
readers in receipt of FSM 

Observing children reading independently, I realised my more reluctant readers preferred 
reading online. The facility for books or comics to be read aloud has reached readers who 
are less confident in their decoding and it has enabled them to access and enjoy a wider 
range of age appropriate texts. One previously reluctant pupil has applied to be a Reading 
Ambassador and their pleasure in texts has transformed. They are now a Special Reading 



 

 
 

Ambassador for pupils who may also find accessing texts difficult and may need support to 
find texts they enjoy. 

Another pupil who has been a reluctant reader in my class has a talent for origami. They 
found a book that displayed different paper creations and so found a text that they 

identified with and reflected their interests and passions from an 
online reading site. They love using the texts to create more 
artwork. I have found the online sites a good way of increasing the 
choice that children have access to in an immediate and cost-
effective way. 

Our pupils’ enthusiasm for reading led us to create Reading 
Ambassadors for lunchtimes so that there would be a space and 
time for pupils to share new books, make recommendations and 
share their enjoyment of reading. Our children’s applications told us 
that they wanted to be ambassadors for reading because they loved 

reading and wanted to help others read.   

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 

The OU Rfp Pedagogy that reading for pleasure should be Learner-led, Informal, Social and 
with Texts that tempt has been the main driver for all we have done this year. Focusing on 
informal book talk has quickly spread into other areas of RfP as our own and the children’s 
enthusiasm to develop a RfP culture has 
grown.  

Our journey with informal book talk will 
continue to develop across the school 
so that all our children have regular 
opportunities to discuss their reading 
and books in common. Our Reading 
Ambassadors will begin sharing texts 
this term and give our pupils the 
opportunity to spend their lunchtimes 
reading and discussing books in an 
informal and social way, fostering our 
whole school becoming a reading community.  

As our knowledge of children’s authors and texts continues to develop, we will continue 
investing in award winning books that reflect our children’s experiences as well as 
challenging them with new ideas and stories. This includes investing in comics, magazines 
and graphic novels for lunchtime reading and adding to our school library. 

We will begin to develop our parents’ knowledge of children’s texts by highlighting current 
award-winning books in newsletters and encouraging them to broaden the range of authors 
they may look at for buying to read at home. 

       


