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Context 

➢ Hamilton College, Scotland 
➢ I am the school librarian at Hamilton College Scotland. I have been in this post for three 

years.  
➢ Hamilton College is an independent all-through Christian School for pupils aged 2-18. I have 

weekly classes with pupils from nursery age to S2. 
➢ A key focus on my role is fostering a reading for pleasure ethos in the school, and as such we 

are working for our Reading Schools Accreditation 
➢ This project was undertaken as part of North Lanarkshire TRG 

 
 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

I noticed that young people were tending to choose “comfort 
reads” and/or books and authors they had read before – this trend 
was even more marked after Covid-19 and the two lockdowns. I 
wanted to use book talk and recommendations to widen children’s 
reading experiences.  

The focus of this project is: 

      3. A reading for pleasure pedagogy which includes:  
• Social reading environments 

• Independent reading 

• Informal book talk, inside-text talk and recommendations 

 

Aims  

As a librarian, I identified through observation of pupils’ selections of books that pupils were not 
regularly recommending books to each other. This was backed up by a survey which showed that 
while 84% of pupils would read a book recommended by a pupil, a third of pupils were not confident 
to recommend a book. This was further evidenced by the librarian’s observations that pupils were 
not recommending books to each other during their book choice time.  



 

 
 

The aims of the project were: 

• To have an increase in pupil-pupil recommendations, either through pupil talk or reviews 

• To see an increase in pupils’ confidence in trying different books, authors and genres.  

 

The intended outcomes were: 

• To develop confidence in recommending books for other pupils 

• To increase pupils’ talk about books they have read while picking books in the library 

• To increase issues of books by different authors 

 

Outline 

The plan was to set up and run a Book Squad – a group of pupil volunteers who will read and 
review library books with the aim of promoting these books to other pupils.  

Set-Up 

• I chose to focus on pupils from Junior4-Secondary2 as I felt that they had the ability to read 
and review books independently.  

• Each class was introduced to the Book Squad idea through their library lessons and they 
filled out a short questionnaire to determine their attitude to reading, book 
recommendations and to determine who wanted to be part of the squad. Over 80 pupils 
over all age ranges signed up.  

 
• A list of pupils who wished to be in The Book Squad was created and pupils were selected at 

random to receive the books.  

• The aim was to give three books out to each class each fortnight. The aim of doing it this 
way was twofold; to manage workload and give me time to select books that suited each 
pupil and to maintain focus and excitement as the books were given out at the start of each 
lesson.  

• I also created a logo to use in all Book Squad activities – this helped to create the sense of 
this being a club that pupils could join and increased the excitement that pupils had about 
being part of this group.  

Issuing of Books 

• The criteria for selecting books to be included in the Book Squad project were books that 
had not been taken out and read – we have a number of books that have not been taken 
out in over a year and so this was my starting point to select books. As I have worked with 
these pupils for two years, I also aimed to pick books that matched, in some way, their 



 

 
 

reading interests. This also meant that there was no barrier to pupils taking 
part due to any reading or learning difficulties – I was able to speak to these 
pupils to find out what kind of books they would take out and so they were 
able to access the programme  

• Pupils were issued the book for a month to give them time to read and 
review the book.  

• The review was in two parts; before reading and after reading. These 
reviews were used to write the pupils’ recommendations displayed online and 

on the book covers.  

• I was inspired by book subscription services and the excitement generated when parcels 
arrived and so to make the Book Squad feel different to the normal library book issues, each 
book squad book issue came in a paper bag. This bag included the book, a bookmark, the 
review sheet and a sachet of hot chocolate for the pupils to drink while reading the book. 
The excitement that pupils had when they reviewed the books helped to maintain the 
project and they often asked when they were getting their next book squad book.  

 

After Reading:  

• After reading their books pupils returned the book and the review to myself 
and were given a badge to say they were part of the Book Squad. The aim of the 
badge was a visual representation of who had read and enjoyed the book so 

that other pupils could ask them about what they have read.  
 

• Pupils could also decide if the book should not be in the library and these books were 
weeded from the library. This helped give the pupils ownership of the library and also 
helped to keep the library stock interesting and relevant to the pupils. If a pupil was unsure 
if a book should be weeded then another pupil reviewed the book for me. This also helped 
me understand what new books I should be buying for the library.  

• I then took their book review and used this to create three book recommendations they 
were for the following areas:  
- A book recommendation displayed on the front cover of the book. These were then 

displayed on the book shelves, front facing so that pupils could see what books had 
been reviewed.  

- A recommendation displayed on the Book Squad recommendation wall – this was in an 
area that all pupils passed by in their way into the library  

- A digital book recommendation to be shared on Teams and on Twitter.  

 
 



 

 
 

 

Impact 

 

“You should join Book Squad because it is a 
great way to get others into reading books.”  

Hamilton College Pupil 

The impact of the Book Squad project was as follows: 

Excitement around the project:  

• Observations by the librarian showed that the Book Squad project created a great deal of 
excitement and anticipation around the books and what books they are getting. Pupils will 
regularly ask about Book Squad and pupils are pleased when they receive the books. 91% of 
pupils questioned said they enjoyed getting the Book Squad books out.  

• The branding, package and name also helped to create a buzz around this project. Pupils 
loved the logo and getting the books in a package and the second most popular reason that 
pupils gave for joining Book Squad was that “I liked the idea of being in a book squad” This 
idea of being part of a team and helping myself definitely encouraged pupils sign up and 
stay signed up and be committed to the project.  

Changes to Book Talk and Attitude to Books  

• This project increased book talk between myself and the pupils – they were more open to 
talking about their opinions about the books with me after doing the reviews. 89% of pupils 
enjoyed the fact that they were allowed to decide what happened to the book and this  
generated and opened up discussion and book talk as they were able to express the fact 
that they did not enjoy certain books. They were often very passionate about the fate of 
the book.  

• It helped pupils realise that they often judge a book by its cover – with many pupils 
commenting on the fact that the book was “better than expected”. This project has given 
pupils confidence to try new books and authors with 60% of pupils having more confidence  
in picking these books.  

• It has helped pupils to try new books that they wouldn’t pick themselves. The fact that 
they didn’t choose the books allowed them to try books they might not try. Pupils felt that 
others should try book Squad because “you get different books that you wouldn’t pick 
yourself” They also enjoyed the fact that they were challenged out of their comfort zone – 
this was the main reason as why to pupils felt that other pupils should join the Book Squad.  

• There has been a decrease in the number of “comfort read” books that have been taken 
out – with pupils taking out new reads. While there has been no active discouragement of 
pupils taking out certain books, there has been a significant decrease in pupils taking out the 
same authors. This can be observed by the number of these books on the library shelves. 
When this project started 44% of the top 100 books were the same three authors (Pichon, 
Kinney, Walliams) this has decreased to 19%. There are also 8 different authors in the top 
ten books taken out.  



 

 
 

• There is still a need to encourage pupils to talk to other pupils about the books they have 
taken out – there has been a gradual increase in the number of books that have been 
reviewed that are now being taken out by pupils. This will be a longer term project; 
developing the work started this year in the library developing pupils confidence and skills in 
talking about the books they have read – building on the fact that 82% of pupils enjoy 
seeing other pupil book reviews. I would like to look at ways for pupils to review books 
already reviewed to develop a chain of reviews and a review culture in the library.  

• The displays in the library showing the book reviews has shifted the culture in the library 
and has opened up more discussion with all pupils. The forward facing books and book 
display shows that the library is a place where pupils can share their opinions of books – this 
is demonstrated by the fact that younger pupils are completing their own reviews of 
books and that just under three quarters of the pupils questioned have confidence in 
recommending books. 

Areas to develop 

• There were a number of pupils who did not take part in Book Squad – the main reason for 
not being part of Book Squad is the lack of choice with the book with one Primary 5 pupil 
saying “I like to read my own books and not ones that have been chosen”. It may be worth 
while to consider ways to allow limited choice for pupils, although that would take away 
the surprise of the book parcels. What was encouraging was that 40% of the pupils who 
were not part of Book Squad said they would definitely consider participating  next year.  

• S1 and S2 pupils were less likely to take part in Book Squad and this is something that I 
would like to work on as the Book Squad pupils move through the school and develop their 
reviewing skills  

• Some pupils found the review form difficult or time consuming to fill in and so this will be 
reviewed and adapted for next year – There is a need for it to be simpler for the younger 
pupils for example.  

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 

The TaRs has really helped me reflect and pinpoint areas that both myself and the Library needed to 
work on and develop to promote RfP for the young people at Hamilton College.  

The North Lanarkshire TRG was a great CPD tool for myself and the meetings helped me stay 
focussed on developing Reading for Pleasure and the discussions were informative and inspiring.  

The Book Squad research project helped me to develop pupils’ skills in recommending and talking 
about books and this was the foundation that I used to develop this further. I applied what we did 
and discussed during meetings to develop RfP in the library – this included “Spec-tacular” Book 
reviews for any library book and Reading Rivers to allow pupils to see themselves as readers. Being 
part of this project has re-galvanised my passion for this part of my job, after the difficulties of 
Covid-19, and has helped me develop a tool bag of strategies to develop pupils’ reading for pleasure 
that I can take forward as the library develops.  

My next step is to continue to use the Open University Reading for Pleasure website and five key 
areas as outlined in the research as strategies to develop the reading for pleasure culture in my 
school. I have seen a definite shift in reader mindset and enthusiasm for reading, impacted by their 
involvement in this process.  I will continue to develop and work on Book Squad to create a culture 
of reader-reviewers and pupils with confidence to evaluate the books they are reading.  

 


