
 

 
 

1 

~ Reluctance to Readers ~ 

Following our focus children 
 

Emma Fagan 

Context 

I am the English Lead at South Stanley Infant and Nursery School in 
County Durham, which is part of the Stanley Learning Partnership 
Multi-Academy Trust.  Our school is within the top 10% most 
deprived areas of the country (IDM 2015) and we have a high 
percentage of disadvantaged and SEN pupils within our school population.   

We became aware of a discord in our own school between reading for instruction and reading 
for pleasure, so welcomed the opportunity to be part of the Open University (OU) Reading for 
Pleasure Reading Schools’ Programme: Building a Culture of Reading 2021-2022.  

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

We conducted the staff and children’s surveys in October and found 
that: 

• 75% of children in Early Years and 83% in KS1 identified favourite 
books as ones linked to TV and film 

• staff book knowledge was ‘old and gold’ and there were few 
new, diverse and award-winning books and no poetry was 
mentioned 

• most staff were unable to name three poets 

• all staff identified they sometimes spoke informally to children about books and rarely 
saw children talking with their peers.   

The Teachers as Readers’ (TaRs) research shows that staff need their knowledge of books, 

authors, poets and poetry to be well-developed to support children to engage with quality texts.  

We know from Cremin et al. (2014) that Reading for Pleasure (RfP) pedagogies should be 

Learner led, Informal, Social and with Texts that tempt (LIST), and that reading can only truly 

be learner-led and social once the children have been exposed to lots of high-quality book talk.   

Using this knowledge and the results of our surveys, we chose the following aims for our work:  

Aim 1. Knowledge: to develop teacher knowledge of children’s authors and texts, particularly 
in relation to poetry 

Aim 2. Pedagogy: to develop informal book talk. 

 



 

 
 

2 

Aims  

• Develop book, author and poetry knowledge for the whole school community, leading to 
meaningful informal ‘book talk’ that is LIST (Learner led, Informal, Social and with Texts 
that tempt). 

• Ensure effective monitoring of our focus children to best track and evaluate the impact 
of our RfP journey.  

Outline 

Choosing our focus children 

We selected focus children using data analysis from our surveys, feedback from staff, feedback 
from informal observations by the change team, and analysis of our home reading records.  This 
enabled us to gain an insight into who was truly ‘reading disadvantaged’.  We could see who 
was not engaged with reading in school and/or at home, who was not supported with their 
reading at home, which children did not see themselves as readers, and who did not value 
reading.  From there we chose four focus children per class.  We chose four to allow maximum 
visibility of the effects of our school improvement journey. 

Monitoring our focus children 

Through meetings with the change team and the knowledge we were gaining from the research, 
we decided we would complete weekly observation sheets.  These gave simple header prompts 
linked to our aims of increasing book knowledge and informal book talk: 

• Are the children accessing the book corner and what are they accessing (i.e. fiction, non-
fiction, poetry)? 

• Are they initiating book talk with staff?  

• Are they initiating book talk with peers and what have they talked about?  

• Any additional comments.  

The observations sheets were completed during our newly timetabled ‘book blether’ sessions, 
by the class-based staff.  They were added to when any spontaneous reading or book talk took 
place, or if any pertinent information about reading or reading habits from home was shared. 
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Using our Change Team effectively 

The TAs we chose to be part of our change team also provided valuable insight into the growing 
reading behaviours of our focus children. As these TAs were in the unique position of working 
across classes, they were able to add to the observation sheets for each class, but also feedback 
to the rest of the change team about trends across school, any CPD needs, and any focus 
children who needed additional input. 

Regular change team meetings, often informal, reviewed the weekly observation sheets and 
discussed next steps in our RfP action plan, enabling us to move forward through our school 
improvement journey in an efficient and effective way. 

Whole staff input 

Our supportive SLT ensured we had time as a whole staff to conduct CPD, have more informal 
whole staff discussions, and allow myself and the change team to feedback about progress with 
our school improvement journey.  This enabled all staff to feel part of the process, and gave us 
plentiful opportunities to reflect on what was working, what could be improved, and to share 
additional innovations for moving forward.  RfP became embedded in every staff meeting 
through the unplanned informal book talk that began amongst staff and in sharing a new poem 
weekly.  

Communication 

It cannot be underestimated how important and beneficial communication was in driving the 
success of our RfP journey.  Our dedicated change team and wider staff ensured that everyone 
was informed and involved every step of the way and that all input was valued and acted on.  
As lead, I ensured all staff were kept abreast of progress and developments through planned 
meetings, informal discussion, update emails and regular CPD.  Consequently, all staff and 
pupils were able to benefit greatly from our work. 

    

Impact 

As a result of rigorous monitoring using our weekly observation sheets and regular change team 
meetings, we were able to be responsive in our RfP actions.   

• We provided support to staff when needed, giving informal tips and ideas as well as 
planned CPD where appropriate. 

• We provided more effective support and provision to the children, having developed a 
better understanding of who the children were as readers through our ‘book blether’ 
sessions, sourcing books of interest and modelling book blether prompts, steering book 
talk until it was more spontaneous. 

• Through meeting discussions, we reviewed and acted on our action 
plan, seeing further gaps in provision and responding, developing 
our playground library, creating in-class recommendation walls, 
and noticing the children pick up on these innovations and 
suggesting their own, such as the class who began a poetry pick jar.  
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• Using the weekly observation sheets, we collated reading behaviours of our focus 
children to see overarching trends and progress, as seen below. 

 

  Progression in informal book talk 
 EYFS focus children KS1 focus children 

At the start Limited interaction with books 
No interactions with staff or peers 

Mainly choosing books they have seen before, when prompted 
No interest in poems 
No interactions with staff or peers 

At 4 weeks Children asking teachers questions about pictures 
Children noticing and discussing details in illustrations 
Some children accessing book corner independently – boys following 
modelling by male TA 

Asking to read a book in comfy corner 
Enjoying sharing poems 
Talking about how poems are laid out on the page 

At 6 weeks Children sharing stories with friends 
Children acting out stories in outdoor area 
Beginning to show an interest in non-fiction books – especially boys 

‘Can you recommend a poem?’ to friend 
‘Did you know this book is silly?’ to friends 
Beginning to say ‘I wonder…’ as modelled by staff in timetabled ‘book 
blether’ session 
Child asked to take book they have enjoyed home 
Talked about books at home 

At 3 months Children starting conversations with friends about stories 
Keen to share stories with staff 
Some children seeking out staff to read with them and to them 

Asking opinions of others – staff and peers  
Developing interest in non-fiction – more book talk initiated with staff 
linked to this and asking for books 
Links between books being made and discussed  
Parent of one target child comments on change in attitude to reading 

At 4 months Lots of peer to peer interactions about books 
Children making recommendations to one another 
Some children asking to choose books for the reading area 
YR child making story map of favourite book and using for retell to friends 

More confident to seek out and share books with teachers and friends 
Like to recommend books 
Target child observing others book talk and mimicking 

At 5 months Children seeking out favourite stories 
Children making recommendations to others 
Children accessing books in reading corner and in wider provision – 
linking to own experiences.  Asking to choose books for the reading area. 

Comfortable and more informal book talk 
Children seeking out books they know and sharing 
Children have good recall of books and want to retell 
Play now includes teachers supporting a ‘book blether’ session 

• Using the tracking sheets, we were able to do ‘deep dive’ reviews into specific children 
and see their developing reading behaviours over the year.  We could track ‘golden’ 
moments, seeing the pivotal changes in their reading outlook. 
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As a result of our strong survey data analysis we were able to compare initial findings and see 
positive trends by the end of the year. 

• There was a massive shift in attitudes to reading, especially for our Early Years focus 
children, who went from 38% to 88% who ‘loved’ reading. 

• There was a huge improvement in knowledge of books and authors, as 75% of EYFS and 
83% of KS1 focus children named quality texts linked to story suitcases, book hooks and 
other titles introduced to them by staff. 

• Staff were able to name more poets, authors and award-winning book titles. 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 

We have been able to successfully reflect on our RfP school improvement journey thanks to our 
detailed and methodical observations, regular meetings and continuing change team input.  As 
a consequence, we can see that staff and children’s knowledge of books, authors and poets has 
widened greatly, and this has led naturally to more informal book talk, both within our 
timetabled sessions and outside of these, for example at playtime or when passing in the 
corridor.   

Our next steps are: 

• maintain a focus on developing RfP books on offer, continuing to invest in a range of 
diverse and award-winning texts linked to children’s interests, ensuring they are LIST 

• continuing to use our change team to best effect 

• continuing rigorous monitoring of our ‘reading disadvantaged’ children 

• developing parental engagement.  
The OU RfP programme has been inspiring and had a truly positive impact on our school 
community and we look forward to the next steps in our RfP journey. 

 


