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Feature: Really Reluctant Readers Secondary

‘I still ain’t reading 
no effing books’
‘A well respected “reluctant
reading” book went sailing past my
ears. My brief was to start every
day with a period of silent reading.’

I used to be a real teacher. I used to be a highly
respected primary literacy coordinator in deepest
Surrey. I knew all there was to know about reluctant
readers. I had walked the walk, talked the talk and
bought barrow loads of Barrington Stoke books. I
even prided myself on being unconventional in my
approach. Once I even let a girl read a Goosebumps
book when they were banned in school! 

Fast forward through a mid life crisis when I taught
for a brief spell in a prep school (reluctant readers
not heard of there) and a stint as a basic skills tutor
(more reticent than reluctant). By a stroke of fate I
found myself manager of a learning support unit for
pupils at risk of exclusion, in a secondary school
just out of special measures. Suffice to say the
school was not in deepest Surrey and I had never
encountered ‘special measures’ before although I
believe I had a vague suspicion that it might have
meant trouble. How hard could it be? After all, the
school had come out of special measures hadn’t it?

‘I ain’t reading no effing book!’

A well respected ‘reluctant reading’ book went
sailing past my ears. My brief was to start every day
with a period of silent reading. The shelves were
well-stacked with every ‘reluctant reader’ reading
scheme known to mankind, except, strangely,
Barrington Stoke. What I had spectacularly failed to
notice was that they were all in pristine condition
and never left the shelves except when ‘Ryan’ or
‘Kerri-Ann’ swept them off in incandescent rage. 
A little taken aback, but I had been a highly

respected primary literacy coordinator (henceforth
known as HRPLC) don’t forget, I reviewed the
situation. I changed the displays, faced the more
interesting books outwards, changed the selection
on the desks each day and tried telling the pupils
that these books had been specially written and
designed for them.

‘I still ain’t reading no effing book!’

Fast forward seven cohorts of Ryans and Kerri-Anns
and we still ‘read’ every morning. The well-
respected books have mostly been distributed to
more able and noble teachers than I, who believe in
them. My classroom resembles a jumble sale of
alternative reading material. Do the pupils want to
read now? Sadly, dear reader, no. Most KS3 pupils
at risk of exclusion will always be reluctant readers.
Most of them are boys and most of them have some
sort of score on a standard well-respected reading
test. To do well in a test, you have to want to do well
in a test, and these mini-adults have no desire
whatsoever to be seen as even marginally
intelligent. These pupils will eventually need
alternative education provision so it makes sense to
give them alternative reading material.

I have regained my sanity, we still read every day,
and maybe, just maybe, some reading skills are
being picked up without any awareness on the part
of the pupils. In later life they may even thank the
batty old woman who gave away all the reading
books.�

Really Reluctant
Readers
by Ruth Bamford

      

NATE Collections 4 Promoting the enjoyment of reading KS2 to KS5 4



04 NATE Classroom Issue 01 NATE Classroom Issue 01 05

Feature: Really Reluctant Readers Secondary

‘I still ain’t reading 
no effing books’
‘A well respected “reluctant
reading” book went sailing past my
ears. My brief was to start every
day with a period of silent reading.’

I used to be a real teacher. I used to be a highly
respected primary literacy coordinator in deepest
Surrey. I knew all there was to know about reluctant
readers. I had walked the walk, talked the talk and
bought barrow loads of Barrington Stoke books. I
even prided myself on being unconventional in my
approach. Once I even let a girl read a Goosebumps
book when they were banned in school! 

Fast forward through a mid life crisis when I taught
for a brief spell in a prep school (reluctant readers
not heard of there) and a stint as a basic skills tutor
(more reticent than reluctant). By a stroke of fate I
found myself manager of a learning support unit for
pupils at risk of exclusion, in a secondary school
just out of special measures. Suffice to say the
school was not in deepest Surrey and I had never
encountered ‘special measures’ before although I
believe I had a vague suspicion that it might have
meant trouble. How hard could it be? After all, the
school had come out of special measures hadn’t it?

‘I ain’t reading no effing book!’

A well respected ‘reluctant reading’ book went
sailing past my ears. My brief was to start every day
with a period of silent reading. The shelves were
well-stacked with every ‘reluctant reader’ reading
scheme known to mankind, except, strangely,
Barrington Stoke. What I had spectacularly failed to
notice was that they were all in pristine condition
and never left the shelves except when ‘Ryan’ or
‘Kerri-Ann’ swept them off in incandescent rage. 
A little taken aback, but I had been a highly

respected primary literacy coordinator (henceforth
known as HRPLC) don’t forget, I reviewed the
situation. I changed the displays, faced the more
interesting books outwards, changed the selection
on the desks each day and tried telling the pupils
that these books had been specially written and
designed for them.

‘I still ain’t reading no effing book!’

Fast forward seven cohorts of Ryans and Kerri-Anns
and we still ‘read’ every morning. The well-
respected books have mostly been distributed to
more able and noble teachers than I, who believe in
them. My classroom resembles a jumble sale of
alternative reading material. Do the pupils want to
read now? Sadly, dear reader, no. Most KS3 pupils
at risk of exclusion will always be reluctant readers.
Most of them are boys and most of them have some
sort of score on a standard well-respected reading
test. To do well in a test, you have to want to do well
in a test, and these mini-adults have no desire
whatsoever to be seen as even marginally
intelligent. These pupils will eventually need
alternative education provision so it makes sense to
give them alternative reading material.

I have regained my sanity, we still read every day,
and maybe, just maybe, some reading skills are
being picked up without any awareness on the part
of the pupils. In later life they may even thank the
batty old woman who gave away all the reading
books.�

Really Reluctant
Readers
by Ruth Bamford

      

NATE Collections 4 Promoting the enjoyment of reading KS2 to KS5 5



06 NATE Classroom Issue 01

Feature: Really Reluctant Readers Secondary

The Argos catalogue 
(the reluctant reader’s bible)
This is nothing new I know. After my son learnt to
read with Peter and Jane more than 20 years ago,
he honed his reading skills on one. When I was a
HRPLC I even recommended them to harassed
middle class parents who couldn’t get Oliver to read
at home. What I am talking about here is using
them as a set text in the classroom. They are free,
well almost, since I bribe the pupils to bring them
in. I don’t have the courage or the strength to pick
up eight at a time. Did you know the current
catalogue has 1746 pages? They can be used to
teach the majority of the features of non-fiction
texts and they appeal, very strongly, to my clientele.
The mobile phone pages and the bling pages are
most well-thumbed. Current issues are sacrosanct

but old ones can be cut up and used for a variety
of other educational activities.

The local paper
I just love the Thursday reading

sessions. How else would the average
teacher get to read the local paper

before the weekend? We have two good
local papers which, between them, also

have five supplements – Cars, Houses,
What’s on etc. For an outlay of just £1 we

can sometimes ‘read’ for half an hour, double
the required session! We distribute the bits

according to ability and interest. Kerri-Ann has
the estate agent’s section so she can dream of

the house she will live in with Ryan one day. Ryan
has the car section so he can dream of impressing

Kerri-Ann when he is old enough to drive, or even
before that if he can get one some other way. My TA
looks at the jobs section and finds jobs for both of
us. This is quite gratifying as we get calls of, ‘You’re
not leaving are you, miss?’ We find out whether the
school has made it into the news this week. It is
usually mentioned in one form or another, so we cut
out the good bits and display them proudly, the
other bits we gloss over. There is always someone
featured in the paper who is ‘known’ to one or more
of our pupils. When someone is murdered, raped or
knifed, Ryan will know the victim or the perpetrator
of the crime, often both. Lonely hearts adverts
mean we can teach abbreviations like GSOH.

What’s on at the cinema is a useful
section as well, leading to discussions
of why it might not be appropriate for
them to be watching 18 certificates. Oh
yes, I just love Thursday mornings.

The Guinness Book of Records
Yes, I know this is a ‘real’ book, but it
was not intended to be used as a reading
text, I am sure. These are quite
expensive, but you only need have one up-
to-date copy and you can pick up quite
recent copies cheaply at car boot sales.
Actually, you only really need one because
as soon as Ryan says ‘Urgh, that’s gross!’
you can be sure that the rest of the class will

crowd around to see what he is talking about and
then he will read out the caption about the man with
the most body piercings, or the fattest man in the
world. No classroom should be without one of
these, even one belonging to HRPLCs.

Where’s Wally?
OK, these are not really reading books, but from
time to time I get 12–year-olds in the unit who
cannot read. And I mean, cannot read. They get no
score on any highly respected
reading text. I say every day
that these children should not
be in a mainstream school but
they are, and we are stuck with
each other. I give them a
reading target of ‘to look at a
book every day’. It would be
different if they wanted to read,
but they don’t really. At least,
they don’t want to learn in view
of Ryan and Kerri-Ann. So there
they are, stuck in a mainstream
system which assumes that even
the weakest students can read a
bit. During the day I can grab
them for one-to-one reading
sessions but in the morning they are expected to do
as the rest do. Where’s Wally gives them street
cred and you can get them at boot fairs for 10p.
Where I live now, books are almost given away at
boot fairs, unlike deepest Surrey.

Cookery books
A way to get pupils to read is to appeal to their
stomachs. We cook on Fridays. We sit down round
a table, learn basic table manners, talk about
healthy eating and enjoy food that the pupils have
helped to make. Recipes are an ideal non-fiction
reading opportunity and if there is real food at the
end of it, even the most reluctant reader will
cooperate. The more able readers, usually Ryan and
Kerri-Ann, will look through the books to choose a
recipe. The computer literate (Scott or Simon) will
type it out and every pupil will have a copy. We
learn abbreviations, weights and measures and
instructions. The last instruction is always ‘Enjoy’
and we do. If it wasn’t too risky to take the class off-
site, I would like them to buy the ingredients before
we cooked them. My mother says that I learned to 
read at the old International Stores and look where
that led me! On second thoughts, Ryan and 
Kerri-Ann are banned from Sainsburys so that
might be awkward. 

The more observant of you will have noticed that
these are all non-fiction ideas, unless you count
Where’s Wally as fiction! That is a harder nut to
crack and I am still working on it. Watch this 
space. �

Ruth Bamford
Learning Support Unit manager in a
school in South East England

Alternative reading list – the no-budget guide
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Feature: Getting those boys to read Primary

Last autumn, boys were back in the news again
and, as usual, for all the wrong reasons. The main
spotlight fell on white working class lads whom
Gillian Evans, lecturer in social anthropology at
the University of Manchester, identified as doing
worst of all in the educational system in many
boroughs and performing only marginally better
than black boys in national statistics. However,
disaffection is not confined to boys from working
class areas. The statistics show that boys of all
classes and ethnicity do less well in the English
curriculum than comparable girls.

By fourteen, schoolboys of whatever background
report reading very little fiction independently
and are therefore heavily dependent on what 
is selected by their teachers to shape an
understanding of the structures of narrative that
underpins good performance in English. The
current English curriculum discourages many
teachers of older primary and younger secondary
pupils of embarking on whole texts or allowing
them time for independent engagement with
books in lessons. As Michael Lockwood in this
issue reports from his research (page 46), the
promotion of reading in school depends on
teachers who can share their own enthusiasm for
books with their pupils. 

So what can be done? The first important thing to
note is that the teaching of reading does not end
when decoding is secure, usually by the start of
KS2. There are far too many pupils in school who
can but do not choose to read and are allowed to
remain bookless. To secure their engagement
requires constant encouragement and teacher
input throughout schooling. Refer to Sarah
Osborne’s article (on page 7 of this magazine) to
‘Get the whole school reading’, and here are my
own tips:

First Steps
It’s essential to find out what your own classes
are actually reading. This is particularly the case
as they enter a new key stage. One way of doing
this is by asking them to write a history of their

own reading using words and/or pictures. You
will find some questions below, taken from a
questionnaire format used in researching eleven-
year-olds’ reading interests for Differently
Literate. It does not need to be administered as
a survey, it can also be used to provide a
structure for a face to face interview with
individual pupils. Use classroom assistants,
students on teaching practice and older pupils to
get responses from your pupils with limited
writing skills. Encourage alternatives to writing-
like a tape-recorded story or a PPT presentation.

Once armed with this information you should
then decide what further steps to take. The first I
would suggest is:

Getting those 
boys to read

Overhaul the library or classroom book 
box stock 
When did you last look through your school
stocks and weed out the old books? Well yes, 
I did assume that, as a NATE member, your 
shelves are filled with enduring works of fiction,
but how often have most of these been read
recently and how attractive do they look once
taken from the shelf? Classic fiction is always
being reprinted and repackaged to catch the
modern eye, but there are also all those soon-to-
be-classic authors who should be given space 
like Anthony Horowitz, William Nicholson,
Malorie Blackman, Eoin Colfer, Tim Bowler,
Frank Cottrell Boyce, or Garth Nix as well as the
long established writers like Anne Fine, Terry
Pratchett, Philip Pullman, and Jacqueline Wilson.
Both older primary and secondary pupils can 
be drawn into borrowing by the addition of a
selection from the wonderful range of picture
books from established authors such as Colin
McNaughton, Anthony Browne, Shirley Hughes
and Lauren Childs, or by graphic texts such
Asterix, Tintin, Fungus the Bogeyman, A Hat
Full of Sky, and, for older students, a whole
range of cult series as well as highly recommend-
ed titles by, for instance, Art Spiegelman, Joe
Sacco or Marjane Satrapi. Your shelves need to
represent all kinds of writing including poetry
and the more ephemeral stuff that make up series
fiction such as Point Horror.

I moved to a small cottage recently and, in
sorting all my things, realized just how many
useless books I was hoarding. As a life-long
bibliophile, I hate to throw any book away, but
when I examined my collection closely, I found
that I owned many books that I knew I would
neither read again nor offer to a younger reader.
I gave the best preserved of them to Oxfam, then
I held a summer sale in the garden to raise money
for the village institute and finally, I put all the
grubby, unloved remainders in the paper bank at
the local tip. The process was painful, but my
shelves are now much more inviting and far more
manageable. Most of the bookshelves in the
schools I visit would benefit from such treatment.

Make a resolution to throw out at least a third of
your old stock in 2007. Ignore (if you can!) the
head teacher’s wish to preserve out-dated stock.
Empty shelves will only act as an incentive to
acquire books, so, because your budget for 
new books in school is always limited, appeal 
to parents to sponsor a book, or ask pupils to
bring in one highly recommended read each 
to share with others. Buy a range of magazines,
comics and journals that can also be borrowed.
One of my oldest informants remembered the
delight derived by the boys in his class from
clandestinely reading back copies of Punch in
the school library, so make space in your library
or book corner for copies of current comics and

magazines, as well as regular newspapers and
journals. Old comic albums like the Beano,
Dandy, Thunderbirds and Eagle still act as 
boy magnets.

Give them the money
Let pupils nominate and vote in new books for
the school to purchase. Get them to make name
plates showing which books they have chosen so
that they in turn can look for books chosen by
their friends and older pupils they admire. Teach
them to use Amazon and other internet book
sites to research the authors they most like, and
to consult their websites for news of their latest
books. Remember, many boys like to build up
lists and love the latest of anything that interests
them. This goes for series of books as well as
games and videos.

Invoke the power of popular culture 
One of the best ways of getting children to
engage in more complex textual encounters is to
begin from where they are by using their current
story preferences and linking them to a book 
that leads them further on. If they like comics,
then suggest Asterix or Tin Tin, or the Terry
Pratchett stories to be found as graphic texts, or
recommend comic writers like Roald Dahl,
Morris Gleitzman and Frank Cottrell Boyce. If
they like Dr Who – what about choosing Nicholas
Fisk or William Nicholson and some of the
stories of Ray Bradbury? Some may have seen all
of the James Bond movies, try them with
Anthony Horowitz’s ‘Alex Rider’ novels. Disney
Stories on DVD or video can be compared with
the versions by Hans Christian Anderson or the
Brothers Grimm.

Get digital 
The internet is burgeoning with sites to support
and promote individual reading interests. All
tastes can be catered for, from the avid Beano
and Dennis the Menace fans, to the equally
dedicated followers of JK Rowling and Philip
Pullman. Most authors have a website so help
your class to locate those of their favourites 
to bookmark on your classroom or library
computer.

In case you have not browsed them before, here
are some to whet your appetite:
• Beano:

http:// www.beanotown.com/index.php
Click on ‘Read’ to find out more about the
pantheon of comic characters

• Philip Pullman :
http://www.philip-pullman.com/index.asp
Check out Pullman’s illustrations that head
each chapter of his famous trilogy.

• Jacqueline Wilson:
http://www.kidsatrandomhouse.co.uk
You can also connect to Terry Pratchett, 
Roald Dahl and discover The Edge Chronicles
by Paul Stewart and Chris Riddell on this site.

STORIES OF READING
Write the story of how you learned to read. It will help
your teacher find out more about the kinds of books
you enjoy reading and the sort of reading you did
there. Here are some of the things you could include.
Write about as many of them as you like. 
a) Do you like reading?
b) Do you enjoy reading to other people or

reading out loud?
c) What do other people say about your reading?

(E.g. your parents, teachers, friends)
d) Learning to read. 

Who taught you? Did you find it easy or hard?
Can you remember any of your first books?

e) Reading in school. 
Things you liked reading and things you didn’t
enjoy. 
Opinions on the books teachers have read to you. 

f) Favourite books you’ve read more than once. 
What are they about? Why do you like them? 
Do you share these books with anyone else?

g) Where do you get your books and how do you
choose them?

h) Do you buy any comics or magazines?
Which ones? Write about your favourite characters
or features

i) Do you like reading information books?
What do you read about in particular?

Last autumn, boys were back in the news
again and, as usual, for all the wrong reasons

by Elaine Millard
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neither read again nor offer to a younger reader.
I gave the best preserved of them to Oxfam, then
I held a summer sale in the garden to raise money
for the village institute and finally, I put all the
grubby, unloved remainders in the paper bank at
the local tip. The process was painful, but my
shelves are now much more inviting and far more
manageable. Most of the bookshelves in the
schools I visit would benefit from such treatment.

Make a resolution to throw out at least a third of
your old stock in 2007. Ignore (if you can!) the
head teacher’s wish to preserve out-dated stock.
Empty shelves will only act as an incentive to
acquire books, so, because your budget for 
new books in school is always limited, appeal 
to parents to sponsor a book, or ask pupils to
bring in one highly recommended read each 
to share with others. Buy a range of magazines,
comics and journals that can also be borrowed.
One of my oldest informants remembered the
delight derived by the boys in his class from
clandestinely reading back copies of Punch in
the school library, so make space in your library
or book corner for copies of current comics and

magazines, as well as regular newspapers and
journals. Old comic albums like the Beano,
Dandy, Thunderbirds and Eagle still act as 
boy magnets.

Give them the money
Let pupils nominate and vote in new books for
the school to purchase. Get them to make name
plates showing which books they have chosen so
that they in turn can look for books chosen by
their friends and older pupils they admire. Teach
them to use Amazon and other internet book
sites to research the authors they most like, and
to consult their websites for news of their latest
books. Remember, many boys like to build up
lists and love the latest of anything that interests
them. This goes for series of books as well as
games and videos.

Invoke the power of popular culture 
One of the best ways of getting children to
engage in more complex textual encounters is to
begin from where they are by using their current
story preferences and linking them to a book 
that leads them further on. If they like comics,
then suggest Asterix or Tin Tin, or the Terry
Pratchett stories to be found as graphic texts, or
recommend comic writers like Roald Dahl,
Morris Gleitzman and Frank Cottrell Boyce. If
they like Dr Who – what about choosing Nicholas
Fisk or William Nicholson and some of the
stories of Ray Bradbury? Some may have seen all
of the James Bond movies, try them with
Anthony Horowitz’s ‘Alex Rider’ novels. Disney
Stories on DVD or video can be compared with
the versions by Hans Christian Anderson or the
Brothers Grimm.

Get digital 
The internet is burgeoning with sites to support
and promote individual reading interests. All
tastes can be catered for, from the avid Beano
and Dennis the Menace fans, to the equally
dedicated followers of JK Rowling and Philip
Pullman. Most authors have a website so help
your class to locate those of their favourites 
to bookmark on your classroom or library
computer.

In case you have not browsed them before, here
are some to whet your appetite:
• Beano:

http:// www.beanotown.com/index.php
Click on ‘Read’ to find out more about the
pantheon of comic characters

• Philip Pullman :
http://www.philip-pullman.com/index.asp
Check out Pullman’s illustrations that head
each chapter of his famous trilogy.

• Jacqueline Wilson:
http://www.kidsatrandomhouse.co.uk
You can also connect to Terry Pratchett, 
Roald Dahl and discover The Edge Chronicles
by Paul Stewart and Chris Riddell on this site.

STORIES OF READING
Write the story of how you learned to read. It will help
your teacher find out more about the kinds of books
you enjoy reading and the sort of reading you did
there. Here are some of the things you could include.
Write about as many of them as you like. 
a) Do you like reading?
b) Do you enjoy reading to other people or

reading out loud?
c) What do other people say about your reading?

(E.g. your parents, teachers, friends)
d) Learning to read. 

Who taught you? Did you find it easy or hard?
Can you remember any of your first books?

e) Reading in school. 
Things you liked reading and things you didn’t
enjoy. 
Opinions on the books teachers have read to you. 

f) Favourite books you’ve read more than once. 
What are they about? Why do you like them? 
Do you share these books with anyone else?

g) Where do you get your books and how do you
choose them?

h) Do you buy any comics or magazines?
Which ones? Write about your favourite characters
or features

i) Do you like reading information books?
What do you read about in particular?

Last autumn, boys were back in the news
again and, as usual, for all the wrong reasons

by Elaine Millard
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© Dale Hubert

© J K Rowling

• Asterix:
http://gb.asterix.com/index.html
Go on a trail round Gaul and take part in a quiz.

• JK Rowling:
http:// www.jkrowling.com
As you might expect, this is a very interactive
multi-media experience – my favourite so far.

• Disc World:
www.discworldmonthly.co.uk/
Try the trivia quiz – I scored zero!

Some sites are geared particularly to working in
school. Those working with younger ages 
should check out the Flat Stanley project site
where you can get involved in exchanging 
story ideas with other classes. http://flatstanley.
enoreo.on.ca/ All these sites and those of many
other authors can be easily accessed through
Google. Look up Frank Cottrell Boyce on Google
and learn about his motivation to write and
produce films. Go on – take time to look yourself
and then hand the task of book marking suitable
sites to your students – always remembering to
check for suitability. A paper describing some
more adult literary blogs (litblogs) can be found
in the current issue of English in Education
Volume 41, 1.

Do a Richard and Judy
By this I mean start a book club for lunchtime
sharing or online book talk! See http://www.
channel4.com/entertainment/tv/microsites/
R/richardandjudy/book_club_06/book_club.h
tml The Blue Peter site has a good set of
recommendations for how to do this:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cbbc/bluepeter/conten
t/articles/2006/02/23/setup_ownbookclub_
feature.shtml and also http://www.book-
club.co.nz/bookclubs/tips.htm You could easily
hand this task over to older pupils. 

Take a pleasurable regression 
We all enjoy reading books for younger children
so set up a buddy reading programme in which
older pupils are asked to choose books to read to
younger ones. Let the least confident older
readers take part and give them practice in
reading aloud before the project begins. Provide
opportunities to search through picture books
and stories and time to practice reading aloud at
home and in school. I have found this a winner in
every situation, especially if the collection of
books for the younger pupils is a rich one. The
process allows the less able readers to access
books they can read fluently without looking
babyish and allows everyone else to remember
with pleasure their own earlier reading and share
it with others.

Shadow a book award 
Most children enjoy competitions and tests of
knowledge It is said that boys in particular thrive
on such competition. Check out how to shadow
the Carnegie Awards by linking to:
http://www.carnegiegreenaway.org.uk/
shadowing.

Create a Book Flood 
This is more ambitious, involves choosing a book
with wide appeal, energizing the local community
and organizing a big finale event… If you’re
feeling strong and have support, go for it!

End note
It would be good to hear from you about your
current favourite titles to share on line on the
NATE website. Even better if you can also
provide an idea for working with the book as
well. Email info@nate.org.uk, for my attention.

Elaine Millard
Editor of English in Education

‘It’s essential to find
out what your own
classes are actually
reading.’
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‘I’ve got to find enjoyment myself, and if I’m
getting enjoyment, I can see the children are too.’
This for one teacher was the key to introducing
children to the pleasures of reading: enjoy books
yourself, be enthusiastic about reading and,
crucially, show it! For this teacher, the many
informal conversations she had about books each
day with her Year 6 class and with other children
in the school were vital in creating an
environment where reading was valued. This
meant the teacher talking to children about her
own reading as well as theirs. 

As part of an ongoing research project, funded by
the British Academy, I’ve spent the last year
surveying the views on reading of some 1500
Year 5 school children and their teachers in 35
primary schools. What both teachers and
children have told me has led to some interesting
preliminary conclusions about how successful
schools go about promoting the pleasures of
reading.

As part of my research, I asked children to
complete a multiple choice Reading Survey

where they also had space to write comments
and draw pictures about their views on the value
of reading and on themselves as readers. Even
though the overwhelming majority of children in
these schools clearly valued reading and enjoyed
it personally, their responses also indicated that
reading as a leisure activity still has something of
an image problem. For example, a sizeable one
third of the children felt that people who read a
lot were not very interesting or even boring.
When asked if they perceived reading as an
interesting way to spend time only half agreed,
and when it came to their perceptions of the
library, as the public place associated with books
and reading, those who thought it was an
interesting place to spend time were in the
minority at 47%.

The children’s individual comments were also
revealing. As expected, there were strong
opinions expressed both pro- and anti-reading,
as well as a variety of views in between. The
written responses were not divided obviously
along gender lines. For example, one enthusiastic
girl commented: I like reading because I’m lost

Surveying 
the pleasures
of reading
by Michael Lockwood

in my own world, whereas another was in no
doubt that: Reading is boring. It’s for nerds,
and a third felt: Reading is sometimes fun and
most of the time boring. Another girl suggested
one reason why enthusiasm for reading can
sometimes wane towards the end of primary
school when she lamented: I like reading but I
like coloured pictures. Now I’m on a stage
where I don’t get coloured pictures. As far as the
boys’ responses were concerned, they reflected
some of the other problems readers at this stage
face, such as parental expectations (I don’t like
reading but my dad says it’s good for me), the
difficulty in finding books that are enjoyable and
also acceptable to adults (I only like Captain
Underpants books) and the problem of finding
reading that matches your interests (I don’t like
normal books unless they are about football,
but I enjoy reading comics and magazines the
most). Other children rightly pointed out that
enjoyment depends on what you’re reading:
Reading can be fun if you find the right 
book. Some of the children’s most interesting
responses were in pictures as well as words 
(see illustrations).

The teachers in the schools who took part in my
survey were clearly a self-selecting bunch of
reading enthusiasts. The same high percentage,
98%, saw encouraging reading for pleasure as an
important priority, read for pleasure themselves,
and felt that the children they taught had positive
attitudes to reading. The English subject leaders
I spoke to, like the one at the beginning of this
article, agreed that their success in enthusing
readers was down to ‘lots of little things’ usually,
and not any one ‘big thing’. The ‘lots of little
things’ included ‘masses of book talk’, and the
teachers’ own knowledge of children’s books was
important in sustaining this daily interaction. 

Some of the bigger things these successful
subject leaders were doing were certainly not
new. For example, without exception, they all
made sure that ‘reading aloud’ and ‘silent
reading’ sessions happened at some stage in the
day for all children, and not always at the end of
the day or during registration. Up until ten years
ago this would have been an unremarkable piece
of everyday practice in most primary schools,
but time-consuming curriculum initiatives �
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in my own world, whereas another was in no
doubt that: Reading is boring. It’s for nerds,
and a third felt: Reading is sometimes fun and
most of the time boring. Another girl suggested
one reason why enthusiasm for reading can
sometimes wane towards the end of primary
school when she lamented: I like reading but I
like coloured pictures. Now I’m on a stage
where I don’t get coloured pictures. As far as the
boys’ responses were concerned, they reflected
some of the other problems readers at this stage
face, such as parental expectations (I don’t like
reading but my dad says it’s good for me), the
difficulty in finding books that are enjoyable and
also acceptable to adults (I only like Captain
Underpants books) and the problem of finding
reading that matches your interests (I don’t like
normal books unless they are about football,
but I enjoy reading comics and magazines the
most). Other children rightly pointed out that
enjoyment depends on what you’re reading:
Reading can be fun if you find the right 
book. Some of the children’s most interesting
responses were in pictures as well as words 
(see illustrations).

The teachers in the schools who took part in my
survey were clearly a self-selecting bunch of
reading enthusiasts. The same high percentage,
98%, saw encouraging reading for pleasure as an
important priority, read for pleasure themselves,
and felt that the children they taught had positive
attitudes to reading. The English subject leaders
I spoke to, like the one at the beginning of this
article, agreed that their success in enthusing
readers was down to ‘lots of little things’ usually,
and not any one ‘big thing’. The ‘lots of little
things’ included ‘masses of book talk’, and the
teachers’ own knowledge of children’s books was
important in sustaining this daily interaction. 

Some of the bigger things these successful
subject leaders were doing were certainly not
new. For example, without exception, they all
made sure that ‘reading aloud’ and ‘silent
reading’ sessions happened at some stage in the
day for all children, and not always at the end of
the day or during registration. Up until ten years
ago this would have been an unremarkable piece
of everyday practice in most primary schools,
but time-consuming curriculum initiatives �
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seem to have squeezed these activities out of the
day in many schools, particularly at KS2. 

Other big ideas which these teachers used in their
schools were newer ones, either developed by them
or adapted from suggestions by external agencies,
such as the excellent Reading Connects network
(*see the article on page 7 by Sarah Osbourne of
Reading Connects – www.litracytrust.org.uk/
readingconnects) or the successful CLPE Power
of Reading project (www.clpe.co.uk/powerof
reading). For example, one school held a Book
Swap Day for children and parents to raise the
profile of reading for enjoyment. On this day each
child brought in at least one book if they could,

maybe more, and each went home with a new book
at the end of the day. The books to be swapped were
all displayed in the hall and Year 6 pupils helped
younger children to choose books suitable for them.
Parents also had their own book swap, held in the
playground at the start and end of the day.

Another school introduced a scheme called 
‘The Lost Reading Books’, based on the idea of 
Book Crossing, or deliberately ‘releasing’ books in
public places for others to come across
(www.bookcrossing.com). Books were left
around the school for children to find and read. The
books were kept in plastic wallets and children
wrote a sentence or two about the book when they
had read it, then left the comments in the book for
the next reader. Books could be taken home to read
but had to be left somewhere in school for the next
person to find. Finding a Lost Reading Book caused
great excitement! 

Yet another school I visited was promoting reading
for pleasure through a prominent display board
which each week featured members of staff as
readers: not only teachers, but also kitchen staff,
cleaners and other adults who regularly worked in
the school and the local community. The display

included photographs of them reading, information
about what they enjoyed as readers, book
recommendations and so on.

Other specific ideas that came recommended by the
schools I surveyed were:
• inviting young male role models into school to

talk about their reading, for example local
footballers as in the Reading the Game initiative
(www.literacytrust.org.uk/Football)

• setting up school book clubs and reading groups
• holding school book awards, book quizzes,

festivals and other events for parents
• setting up reading partnerships of older and

younger pupils within and between schools
• involving children in school book-ordering and

stock-taking
• playing audio books at lunchtimes.

More general recommendations included:
• involving parents in children’s reading at all ages

in appropriate ways
• using library resources fully both in school and

the local community
• allowing children to take the lead in reading-

related activities
• using a range of material and never rejecting any

of the reading that children do.

My research is not yet complete: I would like to go
on next to investigate how parents see their role in
developing children’s enjoyment of reading. The
project was partly prompted by an international
survey carried out in 2001 which showed English
Year 5 pupils to be world-leaders in achievement in
reading for literary purposes, but towards the
bottom end of the table when it came to attitudes to
reading (www.isc.bc.edu/pirls2001). The same
survey has just been repeated in 2006. Let’s hope
when we get the results, which won’t be for a year
or two, attitudes have improved. The schools I have
been privileged to visit in the past year are certainly
doing their bit. �

Michael Lockwood,
Lecturer in English and Education, University of Reading
Contact Michael Lockwood at
m.j.lockwood@reading.ac.uk with any comments or
questions about his research. He will be publishing the
final results of his project as part of a book Promoting
Reading for Pleasure in the Primary School to be
published by Sage in 2007. Michael would like to thank
all the teachers and children, too many to list here, 
who have helped with this research so far.

‘a sizeable one third
of the children felt that people 
who read a lot were not very
interesting or even boring…’
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Graphic novels, comics and manga can play an
important part in encouraging reading for pleasure
amongst students of any age and also have a role in
teaching in many subject areas. I’m going to offer a
small snapshot of the least well known of these,
manga, below, but want to start with a few general
points about the comic strip medium.

Graphic novels, comics and manga are often seen
as texts specifically for younger male reluctant
readers, but such an assumption underestimates
this enormously flexible medium as it can be used
to create complex works of fiction or non-fiction for
adults and young adults, male and female, as well as
humorous stories for the very young.

The comic strip has been used to create a range of
work that encompasses the superb Alice in
Sunderland by British creator Bryan Talbot –
which explores memory, history and the nature of
narrative, drawing on poetry, plays, novels and
other comics from around the world – as well as the
slapstick humour of The Beano, with it’s cross-
generational appeal and playful approach to
language and image. It also includes television spin-
offs – most notably, perhaps, The Simpsons and
Futurama which offer clever, witty takes on family,
relationships and media – and genres that have
generated spin-offs in other media, like superhero
comics, themselves capable of addressing a huge
range of ages and abilities.

Further, they may be ‘text light’, containing few
words so offering a comparatively quick read, or
‘text heavy’, offering challenges to the skilled
reader. In all cases, the grammar of the form itself,
with speech balloons, panels and, of course, the
skills needed to read the images as well as the
words (something explored in depth in Scott
McCloud’s Understanding Comics: The Invisible
Art) mean that texts in comic strip form can offer
engaging, and demanding reading experiences.

Consequently, it is possible to build a manga and
graphic novel collection in a school library which
challenges the good reader whilst supporting those
less enthusiastic. This is the key strength of the
medium in a school or library setting. Books can be
acquired simply to broaden current leisure reading
material but certain titles can be used to support
specific areas within the curriculum.

Comics and graphic novels have been approached
with caution by both libraries and schools in the
past as their content has often been seen as
controversial (there are many works created in the
medium for adults but the common cultural
assumption in Britain is that comics are designed
solely for children, so making material for adults
seem shocking to some). Most recently this
response was provoked by manga, of which
material for younger readers comprises around
57% of the market, as Paul Gravett states in
Manga: Sixty Years of Japanese Comics. Manga
publishing is focused on specific markets
differentiated by age and gender, and I’m going to
touch on titles for teenage boys and girls below.

Manga is growing in popularity, particularly
amongst young adult readers in Britain who tend to
read material aimed at their age group. It offers a
useful opportunity in the classroom to talk about
cultural difference and globalisation amongst many
other issues. There are initiatives tapping into the
enthusiasm of younger readers for Japanese
culture, one of the first being Manga Mania which
was run by The Reading Agency. This passion is
also shown in Neo magazine, the main source of
information about the adoption of Japanese culture
in Britain – http://www.neomag.co.uk/ – and so a
useful primer for staff.

There is a key difference between manga and
graphic novels in that the readership has a different
gender balance. Whilst American titles tend to have
readerships which are predominantly male,
Japanese comics draw readers of both sexes,
typically around 60% female. This is, in part,
because of the genre of ‘shojo manga’, titles
published specifically for girls, although this will
not stop some boys reading them too.

The appeal of some titles will be startlingly familiar
to some older women. Many of the stories include
romance, adventures with magical companions,
lonely girls who have to battle with injustice either

‘So what is this 
mango, anyway?’
Understanding manga, comics and graphic novels

by Mel Gibson

‘…engaging and
demanding reading
experiences.’
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‘…the common cultural assumption in
Britain is that comics are designed solely 
for children, so making material for adults
seem shocking…’

‘…manga can play 
an important part in
encouraging reading
for pleasure…’
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in school or at home, or narratives about groups
of friends. If this reminds you of Bunty, or
Jackie, or Girl, then you are already in a
position to understand why manga might appeal
to girls. These narratives, however, may be up to
22 (or even more!) volumes long so you can see
that manga can ask for a great deal of
commitment from the reader. One of the key
titles here is Fruits Basket by Natsuki Takaya
where central character, Tohru, a sunny and
optimistic student, is both orphaned and
homeless. Feeling both sorry for her and
desperate to end their days of slobbish living

conditions, the Sohma
family offer her their spare
room in exchange for
cooking and housework.
However, she also discovers
and then protects their
secret, which is that they are
possessed by the animal
spirits of the Chinese
Zodiac, activated when they
are hugged by the opposite
gender, or when they are
under stress. 

For older readers there are titles like Miwa
Ueda’s Peach Girl which follows the romances
and friendships of the heroine, Momo, who is
bullied for her distinctive looks. Although the
narrative unfolds across eighteen volumes, so
involving the reader in a complex narrative, the
nature of serial publication and the tendency to
finish each book on, in effect, a cliff-hanger, will
also be familiar to those brought up on narratives
that typically unfolded, in Bunty for instance,
over fourteen weeks.

For boys, ‘shonen manga’ encompass adventure
but also themes about growing up and the
responsibilities thrust upon younger people by
their parents, in scenarios ranging from sports to
science fiction, for instance in Neon Genesis
Evangelion by Yoshiyuki Sadamoto. You will find
some male students as enthusiastic about these
materials as the more familiar superhero genre
or British humour comics, or titles like 2000AD. 

To give an example of ways to work with manga,
one school I have worked with involved the whole
school and every subject in a Japan week. Here
there were book talks about manga and graphic

novels in the library for students in every year, in
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Dr Mel Gibson
Literacy Consultant and Senior Lecturer, 
University of Northumbria.
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‘The youngest group I’ve met
were all aged 10, were creating
a shojo title and were also
selling their manga…’

Other useful websites:
http://www.paulgravett.com/
http://www.bryan-talbot.com/
http://www.selfmadehero.com/
http://www.scottmccloud.com/
http://www.tokyopop.co.uk/
http://www.carltonbooks.co.uk/prion.asp
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‘The group’s first mission was
to break in to their area…’
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Feature: The society of utterly dangerous boy readers

In her article Getting those boys to read in
Classroom No 1 Spring 2007, Elaine Millard
suggested teachers did ‘a Richard and Judy’ and
started up a children’s book club. Recognising
his boy pupils’ lack of interest in and enthusiasm
for reading beyond the literacy lesson, one
teacher in Chichester, West Sussex did just that.
His primary school is in a socio-economically
deprived area of the city. He is Colin, a Year 6
teacher and the effect of the initiatives he has
introduced has created a growing group of
confident and in their own words ‘utterly
dangerous boy readers’.

Developing the school and class library
The book club was not Colin’s first move. In an
effort to improve the attitude to reading of all
pupils, he first considered the texts available to
read for pleasure in the school library and the
access pupils had to them. Older, tatty books
were withdrawn and new texts were bought in.
Much was made of Charlie Higson’s Young Bond
novel, Hurricane Gold and Anthony Horowitz’s
new novel Snakehead, which was in the library
for borrowing on the day of its publication. Other
books by established authors, with subjects
matched to the interests of older primary
children but easier texts for accessibility, were
also added to the stock, including a number from
the publisher Barrington Stoke (see review on
page 76). Library displays were changed
regularly and boy-friendly themes included sport,
action, series books, annuals and comics, as well
as author promotions. The library was
reorganised to display books by genre, which
helped pupils (and teachers) to find books that
matched interests and reading preferences.
Opening hours were also extended to enable use
after school.

Colin then reviewed his class library. He
introduced a range of picture books and several
new texts such as the fictitious autobiographical
saga of Darren Shan in 12 books and Black and
DiTerlizzi’s Spiderwick chronicles. Colin found
that series books such as these enabled the boys
to build confidence in their reading preferences
and ability and increased their reading stamina.
They also established links to a wider community
of respected readers including Colin and a
number of older sibling readers. 

Comics were introduced to the class library and a
comic club was set up before school to legitimise
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and encourage comics as a reading choice.
Although the club was open to all, boys
dominated. Colin assumed the pupils would want
to read the comics. Indeed they did, but not
necessarily at the club! Comic reading was seen
more as a home pursuit; the club became a
vehicle for borrowing comics, both from each
other and the school to read later. What the pupils
did want to do in the club was make their own
comics. This has grown to the point where the
comics can be published, clearly establishing the
link between reading and authoring for the pupils. 

The teacher as reader
Colin is certain that his own knowledge and
enthusiasm for books was crucial in motivating
pupils and helping them make good choices. He
observed that some boy readers were seeing the
spine rather than seeing into the book, so
unlocked the books by taking them from the
shelves with the pupils, opening them together
and dipping inside. His knowledge enabled him
to engage in continuous dialogue with pupils to
help them through the books. Book-talk was not
focused in specific time slots: it happened before
registration, while walking down corridors or
whilst on playground duty. He found this
continual dialogue especially helpful for reluctant
readers, who enjoyed the knowledge that they
were sharing something on the same level with
Colin. He also established book champions in his
class; children who had been drawn into a wider
arena of authors and genres and could now also
act as powerful advocates.

Class and teacher share regular time to read,
with an emphasis on reading for enjoyment. In a
class where some children may not be
encouraged to read at home, this time has
become critical in enabling them to sustain their
reading. Colin genuinely models reading for
pleasure. He often reads books he knows
children will enjoy and has been known to lend
his own copy mid-read to a new enthusiast. 

The regular sharing of class novels became a
lynch pin in developing boys’ reading interest.
Tribes by Catherine Macphail and Wringer by
Jerry Spinelli were chosen for their theme of
coping with peer pressure. Colin had noticed that
boys in his class were reluctant to get involved in
certain reading activities. The West Sussex Book
Awards offered the opportunity for pupils to read
books on the shortlist, including Morris
Gleitzman’s Once and Ali Spark’s Shapeshifter,
meet authors, visit the local high school for book

discussions and enjoy a drink with a slice of
chocolate cake! However, boys simply did not
want to do it. They seemed not to have the
individual character as readers that would enable
them to break from their peer group, feeling
similar peer pressure to the characters in their
class novels. Developing the capacity to be an
individual, as well as a reader, became part of the
focus of subsequent book discussions. Colin’s
choice of class novels also reinforced an
important trust between teacher and readers.
They saw a teacher who knew how to choose
books that appealed to them and how to link
books together, so that it was possible to see the
wide range of material available as accessible and
enjoyable. Importantly the sharing of the class
novels enabled less able readers to enjoy texts
they could not read independently. The boys
began to see Colin less as a teacher and more as
a fellow reader.

The boys’ reading club
To build on the boy readers’ new-found
enthusiasm and further support them, Colin set
up a lunchtime reading club. He introduced
membership cards, immediately giving it a
special cachet. 12 readers joined the group – a
small but promising start. The club had its own
library, including texts recommended by the
pupils. Colin and the children use the club
meetings to recommend texts to each other and
to report back on their reading. Recently the
group has decided to read the same text –
H.I.V.E. Higher Institute for Villainous
Education by Mark Walden, supplied as a book
group set by the County Library service. The
club also promotes book related activities,
recently making models of the TARDIS following
a discussion of a Dr Who book. This gave rise to
informal book-chat and helped the pupils to see
reading as a relaxed leisure activity. 

Colin used ‘Moodle’, a local authority supported
virtual learning environment, to set up a boys’
book group page. The group’s first mission was
to break in to their area by guessing the
password. Their only clue was that it was a
character from one of the books they had shared.
It didn’t take long for them to get in! Members
can log on, using the password, at home or
school for book-chat, which serves to further
promote reading within the group. There are
plans to develop the page to include on-line book
quizzes and links to relevant author web-sites.

The boys also have plans to create a magazine of
book reviews and quizzes to sell to peers. The
profits will be used to buy more stock for the
club, who will go to the local branch of
Waterstone’s to choose the books themselves –
another step on the road to life-long reading.
Colin will be able to discuss the book choices
with the pupils and staff, thus widening his own
knowledge of children’s literature. It is this
willingness to be led that he believes enables him
to engage so purposefully with his boy readers.

The group recently decided their original name –
‘The Boys Reading Group’ – was far too boring
and renamed it ‘The Society of Utterly Dangerous
Boy Readers’, deciding that this had more appeal
and swagger.

Next steps
Colin has found that the girls have not lost out
during this focus on the boys. It seems that
initiatives such as the West Sussex Book Awards
sit well with girls as they are keen to try new
authors and are not stymied by perceptions of
their gender roles, thus pushing Jacqueline
Wilson from her pedestal as girls’ first choice
author. Their range now includes authors like
Jerry Spinelli and Catherine Macphail. The boys’
reading group has had a positive impact on girl
readers as they are willing to read books
championed by the group, such as Phillip
Pullman’s The Ruby in the Smoke. For the boys,
the camaraderie of their group has enabled them
to make tentative steps to engage with books that
may be perceived as girls’ books e.g. The Girl’s
Book series. Good books, of course, have a
gender free appeal. A community of readers is
growing; inquisitive readers not scared to buck
the trend on gender choices.

The boys have become very protective of their
group. A vote was taken as to whether girls
should be allowed to join but the answer was a
resounding ‘no’. The group has been special for
the boys and they want to keep it that way.
However, there is certainly room for ‘The Society
of Utterly Adventurous Girl Readers’. Watch this
space. �

Lizzie Smart
Principal Lecturer, University of Chichester
Colin Gayle
Teacher at Kingsham Primary School in Chichester

‘ a comic club was
set up before school
to legitimise and
encourage comics
as a reading choice.’

‘…his own
knowledge and
enthusiasm for
books was crucial…’

‘…not scared to
buck the trend on
gender choices.’

‘…girls
have not
lost out
during
this focus
on the
boys…’
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Colin Gayle
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Feature: The librarian’s tale

The
librarian’s tale
by Lorna Cowburn
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There she stands, arms folded, in steel wool
twinset, tweed skirt and sensible brogues, half-
moon glasses in disapproval mode. The lipstick is
blotched in the scowl creases formed by her
favourite word – shhhhh. On the prowl for
children Up to No Good, she patrols the
regimented lines of books standing smartly to
attention on the shelves.

Recognise her? Well, no actually. I hope you
won’t find this stereotype in a school library.
Caricatures aside, whilst the role of school
librarians is multi-faceted, the area in which they
should really shine is fiction. Curriculum
demands often prevent even English teachers
(who have a vested interest in promoting fiction)
from reading as much as they would like. It is up
to librarians to supply the knowledge of
children’s fiction. In this year of focus on
reading, I offer some of my ideas for promoting
reading. They are neither definitive nor
exhaustive but every little helps.

How do I love reading? 
Let me count the ways

More to the point – and with apologies to
Browning – how do we make them love reading?

By example 
Enthusiasm for children’s books is a must. Pupils
are told to do things by adults but rarely see
adults doing those things themselves. Parents
may complain ‘She/he never reads’ but seem
taken aback when asked if they read themselves.
If the reply is negative, they are somehow
surprised if their children don’t. If the reply is
positive, it is rarely where their children are able
to see them reading. Reading becomes

something that adults tell children to do because
It Is Good For Them. An adult that is seen to read
regularly is almost a revelation. 

Choice
More powerful than it might sound. Children
have choices made for them by adults, including
about fiction. Who buys the books the children
own? Adults do. Who chooses the books they
read in class? Teachers do. Who chooses the
books in the library? Librarians do. But a choice
available to pupils is not to read and too often
they take it. Giving pupils a sense of ownership
in their library fosters their enthusiasm. Try a
Wish List. Pupils offer any titles they would like
to see in the library. Librarians are entitled to
refuse, but when pupils see the books they have
requested appearing on the shelves…

Permission
Giving the pupils the choice not to like a book, or
not to finish reading it, is remarkably potent. We
have a Readers’ Charter, drawn up by pupils,
which states ‘As readers, we believe we have the
right, without prejudice or adverse comment, to
…not finish a book’. This should not be confused
with books they study, just the ones they read 
for pleasure. The Rights of the Reader by 
Daniel Pennac (an illustrated poster version is 
available on the Walker Books website
http:/ /www.walkerbooks.co.uk/News/
Walker-Books-is-proud-to-declare-the-
Rights-of-the-Reader) underlines this very
well. Pupils may be reluctant to choose a book if
they think that they have to read it to the bitter
end. Easier not to select one in the first place.
But giving them permission not to like a book is
truly liberating. Such a simple thing.

Authors
An author visit is a sure-fire method of arousing
interest. This is not because modern pupils are
shallow and easily swayed by celebrity. Oh alright
then – exactly because of that! The opportunity
for pupils to have a book signed by the author
and perhaps to say how much they enjoyed it, is
worth its weight in gold. The increased
circulation of the author’s books shows that the
effect lasts considerably longer than the visit
itself.�

‘The lipstick is blotched in
the scowl creases formed by
her favourite word – shhhhh.’

‘An adult that 
is seen to read
regularly is almost 
a revelation.’
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Reviews
Book lists, recommendations, endorsements all
encourage book selection. A shelf full of books
might send me into a tizzy of excitement but shelf
browsing is not a skill exhibited by modern pupils.
Any method that enables selection to be limited is
helpful but use an interesting format for a higher
success rate. Some of my booklists are menus, an
idea I readily admit to having pinched from another
librarian: Bookburgers and Pizzeria Bibloteca are
two of them. Snazzy names for small collections
attract their attention: Grab’n’go, Boredom
Busters, Girlpower, Boyz’n’books and so on. 

Peer recommendation is useful. Reading something
that your friend has read just because your friend
has read it is not as crass as it might seem. It all
helps to reduce the fear in selection. I have Well
Red Books, run by Year 10 pupils, who offer other
pupils new books to review, chosen from stock
waiting to go into the library. Being the first person
to read a book has a magic that’s hard to beat. The
finished reviews are available for all to consult. 

Involving pupils in selection of material is a cunning
plan. A group of pupils is currently devising themed
reading booklets. They choose genre and books,
write a brief synopsis and print them on coloured
paper. Their willing participation is key: they
remind me if we haven’t chosen the next topic.

Reading groups
Pupils like the exclusivity. Biscuits and a drink
reinforce that this is different from a lesson. It is not
just a bribe! Our 6th Form reading group meets at
lunchtime in a room near our dining hall and
discusses books, occasionally somewhat indistinctly
through a mouthful. 

Encourage the adults too
We have a successful staff reading group and, whilst
we are concentrating here on getting pupils to enjoy
reading, encouraging their teachers is a good ploy.
A small mobile library in the staff room means
those who don’t have the time to go to the library
to choose can make a selection over coffee. At
Christmas, I offer a Christmas ‘present’ in the form
of a library book, selected by me for them, wrapped
up and delivered.

I also run a reading group for adults who, like me,
are passionate about children’s literature. The
meetings inevitably generate lists of books that can
be added to the stock. And don’t forget the parents.
Invite them in. Ask them to join the school library.
Throw open the doors and let pupils give them a
guided tour. There’s nothing like it for developing a
sense of pride in ‘Our Library’, showing their
parents the books, and pointing out all the ones
they have read.

National events
Always a good excuse for getting excited about
books and reading, events such as World Book Day
can be harnessed to good effect. Last year it was
Desert Island Books. Pupils were fascinated by the
books staff chose to be marooned with. This year
we had Book Hat Day, with hats devised from book
titles. 

The 2007 ‘Booked Up’ offer for Year 7 was well
received. It was interesting to see how pupils chose
their books and underlined clearly the difficulties
some have in this apparently simple task. Reading
awards – and there are lots – highlight small
selections which can be argued about by pupils. 

The National Year of Reading (the National Nine
Months of Reading doesn’t have quite the same
ring, does it?) runs from April to December, but
using it as a lever is helpful. And really, that’s all
librarians ask for – the opportunity to draw
attention to books and reading. The imagination of
librarians is boundless given chance. And no pursed
lips anywhere.

Now where are my half-moon glasses? �

Lorna Cowburn
Resource Centre Manager
Royal Masonic School for Girls

Feature: The librarian’s tale Secondary

Book Hat Day winner

‘Being the first
person to read a
book has a magic
that’s hard to beat.’
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The power of
picturebooks –
Reading for pleasure, for learning and for life

by Janet Evans

Feature: The power of picturebooks
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Stories go in circles. They don’t go in straight lines.So it helps if you
listen in circles because there are stories inside stories and between
stories and finding your way through them is as easy and as hard 
as finding your way home. And part of the finding is the getting lost.
If you’re lost you really start to look around and listen.
Moral: be prepared to take risks.
Metzger (1979)

Primary
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Reading is necessary for life in the 21st century
but it should also be fun, thought provoking,
interesting and informative. I asked some
children, ‘What do you think about reading?’

Their thoughts, written and displayed in the form
of speech bubbles included a variety of
responses: 

‘I like reading information books and Roald
Dahl books. I like reading because it stops me
being bored. My favourite place to read is my
bedroom. My favourite book is, “George’s
Marvellous Medicine”, it is funny. I love
reading it is excellent, it is good fun! I never
get bored when I read.’ Cameron 6.0 years.

‘I like to read to read in my lounge when the
telly is not on and the music is not playing.
Too many pages can put me off a book. The
books that I like to read are Harry Potter,
Roald Dahl and joke books.’ Chelsea 6.5 years.

‘I like reading because it stops me from being
bored. I like Harry Potter books because they
are funny and I like Lord of the Rings books
too. I don’t like baby books like Fireman Sam.
I like joke books because they are funny. I like
poem books because sometimes they are funny
or otherwise they are happy and never
boring. I don’t like books with a small letter
print and I don’t like girl books such as Barbie
books.’ Imran 6.9 years.

Most of the children were positive about reading,
only two were negative and even here one
qualified his dislike by stating, 

‘I don’t like reading because I get bored. But I
like some books like “The Twits” because they
are funny. Some books are a bit too big and
some are a bit small like the Magic Key.’
Toby 6.2 years.

From the responses of 30 children in one class,
several points emerged with the children liking
books that were:
• Not too long but not too short either – too

many pages put them off
• Print not too small 
• Poetry was mentioned frequently as being very

popular 
• Favourite books were still Roald Dahl along

with Harry Potter and the Horrid Henry series. 
• Boys didn’t like ‘girl’ type stories e.g. Barbie,

whilst girls didn’t like ‘boy’ type stories e.g.
football, rugby and ‘Yu – Gi –Oh!’ 

• They liked funny books and joke books that
made them laugh, or books set in the future.

The physical place where the children read was
evidently very important as many of the children
stated their preferences: in their bedroom; the
garden; needed quiet – without music or the TV;
at the kitchen table with mum. Very obviously
these children had their own particular views on
the act of reading as we would hope and expect.

Encouraging children and young people to
want to read
How can we as educators encourage children and
young people to want to read? The current huge
debate on the teaching of reading sees the
government focusing almost exclusively on the
aspect of decoding, sadly however there are many
children who can ‘bark at print’ that is, they can
pronounce words on a page, but they can’t read
for understanding and meaning and this is what,
in my opinion, we must focus on from the very
beginning. Reading as a process is something that
even as adults we never stop developing. It is a
process that begins when we are born, as Dorothy
Butler (1982) says in her book, Babies need
Books, and continues developing until we die.
Several phrases: birth to death; cradle to grave;
womb to tomb, and one clearly unambiguous
phrase, sperm to worm, state that for most
literate human beings reading is a constantly
developing process throughout life.

Daniel Pennac, in his thought-provoking book,
The Rights of the Reader, translated from
French and illustrated by Quentin Blake, states
that,
You can’t make someone read. Just like you
can’t make them fall in love or dream … 
You can try, of course. ‘Go on, love me!’
‘Dream!’ ‘Read! Read! Read goddammit, 
I’m telling you to read!’ ‘Go to your room
and read!’
What happens next? 
Nothing 
(Pennac, 2006, p13)

Pennac reflects on the
power of story and on
how we learn to read.
His ten Rights of the
Reader are rights
that adult readers are
a u t o m a t i c a l l y
granted. They are
however not always
granted to children
who should be
entitled to them but
they don’t always
get the opportunity

in the fast moving, SATs orientated life in the
primary school: 

The right not to read.
The right to skip (pages).
The right not to finish a book.
The right to read it again.
The right to read anything.
The right to mistake a book for real life.
The right to read anywhere.
The right to dip in.
The right to read out loud.
The right to be quiet (not defend your tastes).
Daniel Pennac (2006)

(See also reference to Daniel Pennac’s list on
page 18, with website reference to poster.)

Ten points for the reading teacher ..... and
for the reading child
Akin to Pennac, I too have ten points that I feel
are essential in ensuring that we as educators do
our bit to enable children learn to read. The
points represent part of my personal philosophy
and strong beliefs in relation to reading, writing
and developing literate youngsters:

1. We need to read to children on a daily
basis….. in fact, we MUST read to children on
a daily basis!
If our government immediately legislated for
all teachers to read to their children
(including KS3 pupils) on a daily basis, then I
know that standards of literacy would rocket
immediately. Research findings show that
children coming from literate home
backgrounds, where books are read to
children on a daily basis, are much more
likely to turn into confident readers who can
read and who want to read. 

2. All children, even our very youngest, need to
understand, right from the beginning, that
books are a powerful means of
communication that can make us smile,
laugh, cry, be angry, be sad, get cross and
provoke all kinds of differing, deep emotions.
See Michael Rosen’s Sad Book.

3. Our daily read should be a balance of fiction,
non fiction and poetry, both classic and
contemporary texts. It should include
newspapers, comics, catalogues, hobby
journals etc. as well as books. KS2 children
should have picture books as well as chapter
books; some picture books are very powerful
texts which deal with complex, thought
provoking issues, that is, they are not just for
very young children.
See Erika’s Story by Ruth Vander Zee,
illustrated by Roberto Innocenti.

4. As well as being powerful, reading should be
FUN and should make us laugh……..!
See Never Use a Knife and Fork by Neil
Goddard, illustrated by Nick Sharratt.

5. Primary educators worry about finding time
to read books. IF justification is needed (and
I don’t think it should be) then teachers
should read books that are educative and
informative… and funny once again!
See Mummy Laid an Egg by Babette Cole. 

6. Books can be educative, informative and
thought-provoking… and can deal with
problems which are a real part of life in the
21st century. Indeed, many sensitive,
disturbing issues which might otherwise go
unmentioned can be broached, discussed and
responded to through picturebooks.
See The House that Crack Built by Clark
Taylor.

7. James Britton stated that, ‘Reading and
writing float on a sea of talk’ and Shirley
Brice Heath in her research observed that it
is not enough just to read books to and with
children and young people; we must give
them the opportunity to respond orally
through talk.
See Tell Me Again About the Night I Was
Born by Jamie Lee Curtis.

8. Frank Smith noted that ‘Children write what
they read’ and ‘They learn from the company
they keep’ … clearly we need to model good
quality texts. From the very youngest of
emergent literacy learners to older, struggling
readers we need to model patterned,
predictable texts. 
See Schnitzel von Krumm’s Basketwork by
Lynley Dodd.

9. With older KS2/KS3 children picture books
are ideal to use when teaching narrative
writing – they contain a beginning, a middle
and end and are ideal role models to use with
primary age children in relation to writing
stories. More than this, to read and discuss a
picture book actually models a full narrative
to include the concept of character, setting,
plot, conflict, resolution all in one go –
something one could not do in a short period
of time with a longer chapter book.
See War and Peas by Michael Foreman.

10. To improve children’s reading and writing it
is no use just giving more and more skills
tuition such as synthetic phonics, we must
instil a love of books and to do this we need
to read to children on a daily basis and
expose them to all kinds of books. Reading to
and with children and encouraging them to
read by themselves, as advocated by
Margaret Mooney (1990) amongst others,
must be an essential part of any primary
school day (and secondary school days too if
you reflect on Betty Rosen’s book, And None
of it was Nonsense (Rosen, 1988).

These are ten of my points, I have more!
However in this, the National Year of Reading, my
main point is, have fun and immerse yourself in
the power of books because reading really is for
pleasure, for learning and for life. �

Janet Evans
Literacy and Educational Consultant & Senior
Lecturer in Education, Liverpool Hope University 
www.janetevans.co.uk

Michael Rosen’s Sad Book
A moving and compassionate
consideration of the after
effects of death and what it is
like to feel really, deeply sad. 

Never Use a Knife and 
Fork by Neil Goddard,
illustrated by Nick Sharratt.
A funny, mischievous look at
what we can do to and with
food as we prepare to eat it. 

Erika’s Story by Ruth Vander
Zee, illustrated by 
Roberto Innocenti 
The story of the holocaust
narrated by a survivor, saved
as a baby by the courage 
and bravery of her parents.

Schnitzel von Krumm’s
Basketwork by Lynley Dodd
What will poor Schnitzel the
sausage dog do when his
comfortable, old basket is
taken from him?

War and Peas by Michael
Foreman
A commanding allegory of
war and conflict, selfishness,
greed, wealth and poverty in
the 21st century.

Mummy Laid an Egg by
Babette Cole
A closer look at the
mechanics of sex depicted 
in an irreverent, humorous 
but honest manner. 

The House that Crack Built
by Clark Taylor
A sinister and powerful
consideration of the effect of
the drug industry on human
beings. 

Tell Me Again About the Night
I Was Born by Jamie Lee Curtis
The concept of adoption
sensitively told in a tender
and uniquely uplifting manner.
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Reading is necessary for life in the 21st century
but it should also be fun, thought provoking,
interesting and informative. I asked some
children, ‘What do you think about reading?’

Their thoughts, written and displayed in the form
of speech bubbles included a variety of
responses: 

‘I like reading information books and Roald
Dahl books. I like reading because it stops me
being bored. My favourite place to read is my
bedroom. My favourite book is, “George’s
Marvellous Medicine”, it is funny. I love
reading it is excellent, it is good fun! I never
get bored when I read.’ Cameron 6.0 years.

‘I like to read to read in my lounge when the
telly is not on and the music is not playing.
Too many pages can put me off a book. The
books that I like to read are Harry Potter,
Roald Dahl and joke books.’ Chelsea 6.5 years.

‘I like reading because it stops me from being
bored. I like Harry Potter books because they
are funny and I like Lord of the Rings books
too. I don’t like baby books like Fireman Sam.
I like joke books because they are funny. I like
poem books because sometimes they are funny
or otherwise they are happy and never
boring. I don’t like books with a small letter
print and I don’t like girl books such as Barbie
books.’ Imran 6.9 years.

Most of the children were positive about reading,
only two were negative and even here one
qualified his dislike by stating, 

‘I don’t like reading because I get bored. But I
like some books like “The Twits” because they
are funny. Some books are a bit too big and
some are a bit small like the Magic Key.’
Toby 6.2 years.

From the responses of 30 children in one class,
several points emerged with the children liking
books that were:
• Not too long but not too short either – too

many pages put them off
• Print not too small 
• Poetry was mentioned frequently as being very

popular 
• Favourite books were still Roald Dahl along

with Harry Potter and the Horrid Henry series. 
• Boys didn’t like ‘girl’ type stories e.g. Barbie,

whilst girls didn’t like ‘boy’ type stories e.g.
football, rugby and ‘Yu – Gi –Oh!’ 

• They liked funny books and joke books that
made them laugh, or books set in the future.

The physical place where the children read was
evidently very important as many of the children
stated their preferences: in their bedroom; the
garden; needed quiet – without music or the TV;
at the kitchen table with mum. Very obviously
these children had their own particular views on
the act of reading as we would hope and expect.

Encouraging children and young people to
want to read
How can we as educators encourage children and
young people to want to read? The current huge
debate on the teaching of reading sees the
government focusing almost exclusively on the
aspect of decoding, sadly however there are many
children who can ‘bark at print’ that is, they can
pronounce words on a page, but they can’t read
for understanding and meaning and this is what,
in my opinion, we must focus on from the very
beginning. Reading as a process is something that
even as adults we never stop developing. It is a
process that begins when we are born, as Dorothy
Butler (1982) says in her book, Babies need
Books, and continues developing until we die.
Several phrases: birth to death; cradle to grave;
womb to tomb, and one clearly unambiguous
phrase, sperm to worm, state that for most
literate human beings reading is a constantly
developing process throughout life.

Daniel Pennac, in his thought-provoking book,
The Rights of the Reader, translated from
French and illustrated by Quentin Blake, states
that,
You can’t make someone read. Just like you
can’t make them fall in love or dream … 
You can try, of course. ‘Go on, love me!’
‘Dream!’ ‘Read! Read! Read goddammit, 
I’m telling you to read!’ ‘Go to your room
and read!’
What happens next? 
Nothing 
(Pennac, 2006, p13)

Pennac reflects on the
power of story and on
how we learn to read.
His ten Rights of the
Reader are rights
that adult readers are
a u t o m a t i c a l l y
granted. They are
however not always
granted to children
who should be
entitled to them but
they don’t always
get the opportunity

in the fast moving, SATs orientated life in the
primary school: 

The right not to read.
The right to skip (pages).
The right not to finish a book.
The right to read it again.
The right to read anything.
The right to mistake a book for real life.
The right to read anywhere.
The right to dip in.
The right to read out loud.
The right to be quiet (not defend your tastes).
Daniel Pennac (2006)

(See also reference to Daniel Pennac’s list on
page 18, with website reference to poster.)

Ten points for the reading teacher ..... and
for the reading child
Akin to Pennac, I too have ten points that I feel
are essential in ensuring that we as educators do
our bit to enable children learn to read. The
points represent part of my personal philosophy
and strong beliefs in relation to reading, writing
and developing literate youngsters:

1. We need to read to children on a daily
basis….. in fact, we MUST read to children on
a daily basis!
If our government immediately legislated for
all teachers to read to their children
(including KS3 pupils) on a daily basis, then I
know that standards of literacy would rocket
immediately. Research findings show that
children coming from literate home
backgrounds, where books are read to
children on a daily basis, are much more
likely to turn into confident readers who can
read and who want to read. 

2. All children, even our very youngest, need to
understand, right from the beginning, that
books are a powerful means of
communication that can make us smile,
laugh, cry, be angry, be sad, get cross and
provoke all kinds of differing, deep emotions.
See Michael Rosen’s Sad Book.

3. Our daily read should be a balance of fiction,
non fiction and poetry, both classic and
contemporary texts. It should include
newspapers, comics, catalogues, hobby
journals etc. as well as books. KS2 children
should have picture books as well as chapter
books; some picture books are very powerful
texts which deal with complex, thought
provoking issues, that is, they are not just for
very young children.
See Erika’s Story by Ruth Vander Zee,
illustrated by Roberto Innocenti.

4. As well as being powerful, reading should be
FUN and should make us laugh……..!
See Never Use a Knife and Fork by Neil
Goddard, illustrated by Nick Sharratt.

5. Primary educators worry about finding time
to read books. IF justification is needed (and
I don’t think it should be) then teachers
should read books that are educative and
informative… and funny once again!
See Mummy Laid an Egg by Babette Cole. 

6. Books can be educative, informative and
thought-provoking… and can deal with
problems which are a real part of life in the
21st century. Indeed, many sensitive,
disturbing issues which might otherwise go
unmentioned can be broached, discussed and
responded to through picturebooks.
See The House that Crack Built by Clark
Taylor.

7. James Britton stated that, ‘Reading and
writing float on a sea of talk’ and Shirley
Brice Heath in her research observed that it
is not enough just to read books to and with
children and young people; we must give
them the opportunity to respond orally
through talk.
See Tell Me Again About the Night I Was
Born by Jamie Lee Curtis.

8. Frank Smith noted that ‘Children write what
they read’ and ‘They learn from the company
they keep’ … clearly we need to model good
quality texts. From the very youngest of
emergent literacy learners to older, struggling
readers we need to model patterned,
predictable texts. 
See Schnitzel von Krumm’s Basketwork by
Lynley Dodd.

9. With older KS2/KS3 children picture books
are ideal to use when teaching narrative
writing – they contain a beginning, a middle
and end and are ideal role models to use with
primary age children in relation to writing
stories. More than this, to read and discuss a
picture book actually models a full narrative
to include the concept of character, setting,
plot, conflict, resolution all in one go –
something one could not do in a short period
of time with a longer chapter book.
See War and Peas by Michael Foreman.

10. To improve children’s reading and writing it
is no use just giving more and more skills
tuition such as synthetic phonics, we must
instil a love of books and to do this we need
to read to children on a daily basis and
expose them to all kinds of books. Reading to
and with children and encouraging them to
read by themselves, as advocated by
Margaret Mooney (1990) amongst others,
must be an essential part of any primary
school day (and secondary school days too if
you reflect on Betty Rosen’s book, And None
of it was Nonsense (Rosen, 1988).

These are ten of my points, I have more!
However in this, the National Year of Reading, my
main point is, have fun and immerse yourself in
the power of books because reading really is for
pleasure, for learning and for life. �

Janet Evans
Literacy and Educational Consultant & Senior
Lecturer in Education, Liverpool Hope University 
www.janetevans.co.uk

Michael Rosen’s Sad Book
A moving and compassionate
consideration of the after
effects of death and what it is
like to feel really, deeply sad. 

Never Use a Knife and 
Fork by Neil Goddard,
illustrated by Nick Sharratt.
A funny, mischievous look at
what we can do to and with
food as we prepare to eat it. 

Erika’s Story by Ruth Vander
Zee, illustrated by 
Roberto Innocenti 
The story of the holocaust
narrated by a survivor, saved
as a baby by the courage 
and bravery of her parents.

Schnitzel von Krumm’s
Basketwork by Lynley Dodd
What will poor Schnitzel the
sausage dog do when his
comfortable, old basket is
taken from him?

War and Peas by Michael
Foreman
A commanding allegory of
war and conflict, selfishness,
greed, wealth and poverty in
the 21st century.

Mummy Laid an Egg by
Babette Cole
A closer look at the
mechanics of sex depicted 
in an irreverent, humorous 
but honest manner. 

The House that Crack Built
by Clark Taylor
A sinister and powerful
consideration of the effect of
the drug industry on human
beings. 

Tell Me Again About the Night
I Was Born by Jamie Lee Curtis
The concept of adoption
sensitively told in a tender
and uniquely uplifting manner.
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Bridging the gap: 
from GCSE to AS
by Mary Jay and Cherith Nixon

The assumption from those not involved with
English teaching is that all students who choose
to study AS English Literature or English
Language & Literature are avid readers. But
practitioners know this is definitely not the case.
The reality is that students have very different
motives for taking English. While you will
discover some keen readers in your AS English
group, a substantial minority will be those who
ask ‘Will I have to do a lot of reading?’ 

As part of the interviewing team in a large sixth
form college, interviewing 20 or 30 prospective
English students each year, we came to recognise
the following as typical responses to the question
‘Why do you want to take English?’

• ‘I like writing stories.’
• ‘I want to do Law/Media/Theatre Studies and I

think it goes well with it.’
• ‘I need a fourth AS subject and there isn’t

anything else I’m particularly good at.’

When prospective English students are asked
about their reading habits, even those committed
to the subject tend to say ‘I used to like reading
but I haven’t done much since I started GCSEs.’ 

Students stop reading for pleasure for many
reasons. For some reading is squeezed out by the
demands of GCSE courses or a developing social
life. Others find it difficult to make the transition
from teen reading to more challenging adult
fiction, and this can be a great leap for those who
stopped reading at 14 or 15.

As every English teacher knows, if students are
to get the best out of an advanced level course we
need to:
• get them reading with enjoyment
• get them back into sustained reading
• get them involved in communal reading
• get them to talk about their reading and to

respond to other people’s suggestions and
ideas.

Timing
The very beginning of the AS course is the
obvious time. Nobody chooses to join a course
with the intention of doing it badly, so we need to
engage students’ interest and energies while they
are keen to learn and to establish themselves as
members of a new group. To hook them on
literature, re-kindle the interest they had in
reading before GCSE, get them to commit to
reading and set good analytical reading habits,
we need to catch them early. 

The ideal time is immediately post-GCSE to get
them reading over the Summer break, but, if this
is not possible, then early in September while
class ‘identity’ is still being established. If you are
in a school, prospective AS students will no
doubt be required to attend some lessons, and if
you are in a college there may be an opportunity
to organise a ‘taster’ lesson as part of an
induction course. Whenever it takes place, this
first lesson is crucial. When students meet as a
group for the first time, most teachers will plan
‘ice-breaking’ activities, so why not make the
introduction to reading part of these?�
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The Lesson
The Ice-Breaker
Stage 1 – 10 mins
Distribute sheets of A3 paper and coloured pens.
Ask each student to complete a table like the one
below.

Stage 2 – 10 mins
Fix A3 sheets to the wall and get students to
circulate to see what others have written. You can
take the opportunity to read the posters yourself to
identify common themes/interests.

Help the students to divide into ‘interest groups’
based on common interests and ideas generated by
the table exercise. For students who don’t seem to
fit in, get them to choose the group where they feel
most comfortable.

Stage 3 – 10 mins
In ‘interest groups’, talk generally about shared
interests eg. football, being a Goth, working in
McDonald’s (anything to create a relaxed and
friendly atmosphere).

Stage 4 – 10-15 mins
Ask each student to introduce one book from 
their table to other members of their group. Their
purpose is to ‘sell’ the book to others and make
them want to read it by briefly describing the book
and the impact it made on them. 

Their choice of book can be anything at all. For
example, one student chose his favourite childhood
picture book Where the Wild Things Are by
Maurice Sendak and said this had given him a long-
lasting interest in the horror genre.

NATE Classroom Issue 05 4948 NATE Classroom Issue 05

Feature: Bridging the gap: from GCSE to AS Secondary

The premise
The following activities and suggestions for an
introductory lesson are intended to get students
reading anything – and fiction here seems to be
the most accessible way in. At this stage you need
not be over-concerned with analytical, critical
reading or with reading recognised works from
the literary canon. This is all about freedom,
flexibility and sheer enjoyment.

Here are case studies of some Year 12 students
who described how they got back into reading.

Student A
‘The book I most enjoyed at school was To Kill A
Mockingbird as I was gripped by the courtroom
scenes. A teacher suggested that I read a novel by
Jodie Picoult which described the intricacies of a
legal case. Then I discovered John Grisham and
this has inspired me to take Law at A level.’

Student B
‘I liked watching detective programmes on TV
and a friend suggested a book by Patricia
Cornwell. I found the forensic detail fascinating
so looked for more writers in that area and found
Kathy Reichs.’

Student C 
‘I really don’t like reading but my parents were
always going on about me not reading. I love
football and support Man U and a friend of my
dad’s gave me Fever Pitch by Nick Hornby. It’s a
great book, even if he does support Arsenal.’

Student D 
‘I do Art and I wear Goth stuff. I like unusual
novels, especially if there is something creepy
about them. I found The Magic Toyshop by
Angela Carter and I think it’s the most amazing
book. I actually based some Art coursework on
some of the scenes in the book. I think I’m really
in love with Finn. I’m going to read The
Company of Wolves next and get the film.’

The introductory lesson we suggest is based on
the premise that students trust the
recommendations of those with similar interests
to their own and will read novels about topics
that interest them. We suggest activities which
are non-threatening and student-orientated, and
which will give you a chance to get to know your
individual students. 

Part 2: Themed reading 
The second part of the lesson will need some
advance preparation and discussion in your
department. You may find it useful to tap into the
experience and knowledge that your existing
students will have from their other chosen
subjects. It might be productive to talk to subject
specialists to find out if they recommend any
wide reading – as many history teachers do. It
will be essential to have discussions with your
librarian, and it might be a good opportunity to
introduce the students to the school/college
library by taking them there for this part of the
lesson.

In a ten-minute plenary session, ask questions
which will enable you to guide students to the
type of reading that they will enjoy. Have ready
handouts with booklists as a response to the
likely answers to the questions. Choose titles and
authors that will be accessible and enjoyable to
the age group. This will have the effect of
customising their reading to what they already
like. 

Some possible questions are listed below, with
just two authors or novels suggested. You will, of
course, want to list four or five. 

Who is interested in Law?
Jodie Picoult
John Grisham

Who is interested in psychology?
Frank Tallis
Mark Haddon

Who enjoys reading about young people’s
experiences of growing up?
Donna Tarte (The Little Friend)
David Mitchell (Black Swan Green) 

Who is taking History?
C.J.Sansom
Philippa Gregory

Are there any Art students?
Tracey Chevalier (Girl With a Pearl Earring)
Deborah Moggach (Tulip Fever)

Do you enjoy fantasy or science fiction? 
Arthur C Clarke
P. K. Dick

Is there anyone who finds it difficult to read a
complete novel?
start with graphic texts, eg Neil Gaiman’s
‘Neverwhere’

Is anyone fascinated by future worlds?
P.D. James (The Children of Men)
Kazuo Ishiguro (Never Let Me Go)

Who enjoys horror and the supernatural?
Michael Cox (The Meaning of Night)
Elizabeth Costova (The Historian)

Who enjoys detective fiction/thrillers and
unravelling plots with clues?
Ruth Rendell
Andrew Taylor

Who would like to travel?
Barbara Kingsolver (The Poisonwood Bible)
Gregory David Roberts (Shantaram)

Out of the classroom
Put all the book titles that you have
recommended on the school/college Intranet
and set up a forum or chat room. Ask students to
post comments after they have read a book
(either favourable or otherwise). They can also
use this forum to promote books they have
discovered. 

Your new prospective AS group should now be
set up for their holiday reading or will have
begun their first term in Year 12 with a re-kindled
zest for books. �

Mary Jay and Cherith Nixon

‘…students have
very different
motives for taking
English…’

‘…reading is
squeezed out…’

‘Nobody chooses to join a 
course with the intention 
of doing it badly…’

What do I watch?
Man United
The Simpsons
‘Skins’ on Channel 4The Mighty Boosh
Black Books

What do I listen to?
Chris Moyles on radioBloc Party
The Foals

What would I most like to be doing if I wasn’there now?

snow boarding
playing football
sleeping
listening to music
out with friends

What do I read?
Harry Potter
Gregory Maguire: WickedTerry Pratchett
websites
blogs
graphic novels
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The Lesson
The Ice-Breaker
Stage 1 – 10 mins
Distribute sheets of A3 paper and coloured pens.
Ask each student to complete a table like the one
below.

Stage 2 – 10 mins
Fix A3 sheets to the wall and get students to
circulate to see what others have written. You can
take the opportunity to read the posters yourself to
identify common themes/interests.

Help the students to divide into ‘interest groups’
based on common interests and ideas generated by
the table exercise. For students who don’t seem to
fit in, get them to choose the group where they feel
most comfortable.

Stage 3 – 10 mins
In ‘interest groups’, talk generally about shared
interests eg. football, being a Goth, working in
McDonald’s (anything to create a relaxed and
friendly atmosphere).

Stage 4 – 10-15 mins
Ask each student to introduce one book from 
their table to other members of their group. Their
purpose is to ‘sell’ the book to others and make
them want to read it by briefly describing the book
and the impact it made on them. 

Their choice of book can be anything at all. For
example, one student chose his favourite childhood
picture book Where the Wild Things Are by
Maurice Sendak and said this had given him a long-
lasting interest in the horror genre.
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Feature: Bridging the gap: from GCSE to AS Secondary

The premise
The following activities and suggestions for an
introductory lesson are intended to get students
reading anything – and fiction here seems to be
the most accessible way in. At this stage you need
not be over-concerned with analytical, critical
reading or with reading recognised works from
the literary canon. This is all about freedom,
flexibility and sheer enjoyment.

Here are case studies of some Year 12 students
who described how they got back into reading.

Student A
‘The book I most enjoyed at school was To Kill A
Mockingbird as I was gripped by the courtroom
scenes. A teacher suggested that I read a novel by
Jodie Picoult which described the intricacies of a
legal case. Then I discovered John Grisham and
this has inspired me to take Law at A level.’

Student B
‘I liked watching detective programmes on TV
and a friend suggested a book by Patricia
Cornwell. I found the forensic detail fascinating
so looked for more writers in that area and found
Kathy Reichs.’

Student C 
‘I really don’t like reading but my parents were
always going on about me not reading. I love
football and support Man U and a friend of my
dad’s gave me Fever Pitch by Nick Hornby. It’s a
great book, even if he does support Arsenal.’

Student D 
‘I do Art and I wear Goth stuff. I like unusual
novels, especially if there is something creepy
about them. I found The Magic Toyshop by
Angela Carter and I think it’s the most amazing
book. I actually based some Art coursework on
some of the scenes in the book. I think I’m really
in love with Finn. I’m going to read The
Company of Wolves next and get the film.’

The introductory lesson we suggest is based on
the premise that students trust the
recommendations of those with similar interests
to their own and will read novels about topics
that interest them. We suggest activities which
are non-threatening and student-orientated, and
which will give you a chance to get to know your
individual students. 

Part 2: Themed reading 
The second part of the lesson will need some
advance preparation and discussion in your
department. You may find it useful to tap into the
experience and knowledge that your existing
students will have from their other chosen
subjects. It might be productive to talk to subject
specialists to find out if they recommend any
wide reading – as many history teachers do. It
will be essential to have discussions with your
librarian, and it might be a good opportunity to
introduce the students to the school/college
library by taking them there for this part of the
lesson.

In a ten-minute plenary session, ask questions
which will enable you to guide students to the
type of reading that they will enjoy. Have ready
handouts with booklists as a response to the
likely answers to the questions. Choose titles and
authors that will be accessible and enjoyable to
the age group. This will have the effect of
customising their reading to what they already
like. 

Some possible questions are listed below, with
just two authors or novels suggested. You will, of
course, want to list four or five. 

Who is interested in Law?
Jodie Picoult
John Grisham

Who is interested in psychology?
Frank Tallis
Mark Haddon

Who enjoys reading about young people’s
experiences of growing up?
Donna Tarte (The Little Friend)
David Mitchell (Black Swan Green) 

Who is taking History?
C.J.Sansom
Philippa Gregory

Are there any Art students?
Tracey Chevalier (Girl With a Pearl Earring)
Deborah Moggach (Tulip Fever)

Do you enjoy fantasy or science fiction? 
Arthur C Clarke
P. K. Dick

Is there anyone who finds it difficult to read a
complete novel?
start with graphic texts, eg Neil Gaiman’s
‘Neverwhere’

Is anyone fascinated by future worlds?
P.D. James (The Children of Men)
Kazuo Ishiguro (Never Let Me Go)

Who enjoys horror and the supernatural?
Michael Cox (The Meaning of Night)
Elizabeth Costova (The Historian)

Who enjoys detective fiction/thrillers and
unravelling plots with clues?
Ruth Rendell
Andrew Taylor

Who would like to travel?
Barbara Kingsolver (The Poisonwood Bible)
Gregory David Roberts (Shantaram)

Out of the classroom
Put all the book titles that you have
recommended on the school/college Intranet
and set up a forum or chat room. Ask students to
post comments after they have read a book
(either favourable or otherwise). They can also
use this forum to promote books they have
discovered. 

Your new prospective AS group should now be
set up for their holiday reading or will have
begun their first term in Year 12 with a re-kindled
zest for books. �

Mary Jay and Cherith Nixon

‘…students have
very different
motives for taking
English…’

‘…reading is
squeezed out…’

‘Nobody chooses to join a 
course with the intention 
of doing it badly…’

What do I watch?
Man United
The Simpsons
‘Skins’ on Channel 4The Mighty Boosh
Black Books

What do I listen to?
Chris Moyles on radioBloc Party
The Foals

What would I most like to be doing if I wasn’there now?

snow boarding
playing football
sleeping
listening to music
out with friends

What do I read?
Harry Potter
Gregory Maguire: WickedTerry Pratchett
websites
blogs
graphic novels
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Feature: groupthing.org

Ed is 15 and lists his main interests as: music,
football, computer games, and hanging around
with his friends. When asked to write fiction at
school he starts with enthusiasm (he’s a big fan
of Robert Muchamore and Darren Shan) but
often runs out of steam and leaves things
unfinished. He says he enjoys writing but isn’t
happy with what he writes and is happier talking
about his ideas with friends. He knows some
people become authors but has no idea how that
happens ‘Someone discovers them?’ and would
like some tips on writing either fantasy fiction, or
football journalism. Where would you send him?

Shelley is 14 and doesn’t consider herself a
reader but likes Jacqueline Wilson and drawing
manga characters that she has become adept at
copying. She has no idea how manga is produced
and is really keen to meet someone who draws
manga for living. Where would you send her?

Wouldn’t it be great if schools had a space where
young people could share their interest in words?
A place creating a fantastic buzz, bringing in
more and more young people? 

They’d upload images, create new cover art,
storyboard favorite animations, cover football
matches, and write lyrics. There would be
passionate debate, shared ideas, and revelations
of secret writers. Authors, illustrators, publishers
and games designers would drop in to chat,
answer questions, and be badgered about agents.

They’d form groups on unknown manga or
Robert Muchamore. They’d form strange clusters
around Discworld, plan journeys to other
countries, imagine different endings, and create
new genres for books older readers had never
heard of. groupthing.org is The Reading
Agency’s major new initiative to give young
people the tools and the space to be creative
online. It harnesses the two main drivers for
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Secondary

Creativity and engagment across the
curriculum
groupthing.org provides schools with the tools to
ignite students’ enthusiasm for words and
narrative. It brings together advice, presentation
space, and stimulus for all forms of writing and
reading. They can use the technology to explore
and create a wide variety of texts, and learn from
both peer-to-peer comment and content as well
as professional advice.

Are young people involved? 
groupthing.org has been developed with 
young people and their participation is driving 
it forward. They have been involved in its
development right from the start! 

Who else is involved? 
The Reading Agency can draw on a fantastic
range of partners to make this website a powerful
tool: publishers, HeadSpace local authorities,
the RNIB, arts organisations like Creative
Partnerships, and Apples and Snakes and literacy
organisations and programmes like the National
Literacy Trust and Reading Connects.

Is it safe?
groupthing.org is a safe, fully accessible and
easy-to-use networking site. The site will be post-
moderated (i.e. all posts and uploads will be
looked at after they have gone up). All posts and
uploads will have ‘report it’ set against them and
filtering against swearwords and submission of
personal data will take place. The site will have
been risk assessed by the NSPCC.

When can we access it?
groupthing went into closed beta at the
beginning of February 2009 and will be going
fully live in April. 

Become a subscriber
As a subscriber you can: 
• Use the site across all your school terminals

(on and off-site). 
• Create any number of your own group pages –

either closed (invited members only) or open
(anyone can join) – where they can showcase
their creative work (text, image, audio, video)
and debate what they are passionate about. 

• Add in events, links to your school web pages
and run polls.

• Use the site to engage with young people
turned off by traditional approaches to
reading, narrative, and words.

• Enhance work in the classroom with young
people (13-18) online in an active and creative
space.

• Access opportunities to engage your young
people – author events, offers.

A pack of posters, postcards and business cards
aimed at young people will be available to help
you promote the site to your students.

‘…A place
creating a
fantastic
buzz…’

Tell me about groupthing professional
(only accessible to subscribers) 
As a subscriber you get exclusive access to a
‘hidden’ professional side which helps you get
the most from the site. Through groupthing
professional you can:
• Be part of an online community of professional

practice, talking to others doing the same work
– youth centres, schools, libraries, literature
and arts organisations. 

• Make links to other professionals through the
dedicated professional forum. 

• Read features, regular columns and thought
pieces, e.g. what’s going on in the world of
reading and ways to engage young people in
positive activities.

• Find resources to support your work. 
• Get site specific call outs, e.g. focus groups for

publishers testing books/ designs.

Just do it
A great many young people attempt poetry, short
stories, fiction etc. but it never finds its way
beyond their notebooks and never gets an
audience. Already this generation is using and
has access to a great variety of tools for creating
narratives – groupthing brings them into one
space and gives the focus of an audience and
professional presentation. They can use their
groups to work collaboratively and share tips 
and experience. groupthing can be used across
the curriculum and inside normal school hours
and the extended school.

It’s about you and them and us – it’s a
groupthing. ■

For more information about groupthing.org, 
how to involve your students and to subscribe 
go to www.readingagency.org.uk or contact: 
Ruth Harrison, The Reading Agency
Tel: 020 8297 5058
Email: ruth.harrison@readingagency.org.uk

‘…games
designers
would
drop in 
to chat…’

‘…
developed
with 
young
people…’

young people today: being online, and generating
and exchanging their own creative content.
Young people are online up to 20 hours per week;
let’s give them the tools to make the best use of
that!

‘groupthing.org allows young people freedom
for expression and creativity. There really is
something for everyone.’ Rachel Benson (18)

Use groupthing to challenge perceptions
groupthing is different. groupthing believes that
readers are social and creative, readers use
reading to achieve different goals. groupthing
challenges young people’s perception of
themselves as being simply readers or non
readers. 

groupthing promotes all reading: magazines,
non-fiction, manga, graphic novels, adult cross-
over titles, plays, scripts, music (lyrics), short
stories, film, games (on and off line), as well as
fiction and poetry. It can do all these things:
• encourage wider forms of reading and engage

with modern forms of communication.
• help you reach students aged 13-18 who are

turned off traditional forms of reading.
• encourage students to read for enjoyment,

impacting on their achievements in later life
• give young people the space to nurture their

own voice, and make them aware of what
opportunities their creativity can open up.

groupthing.org is, in fact, what young people
asked for.

groupthing.org
An online community where 
young people creatively engage
with reading and words

by Ruth Harrison

‘It’s about
you and
them and
us…’

‘…the space to
nurture their own
voice…’
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Feature: groupthing.org

Ed is 15 and lists his main interests as: music,
football, computer games, and hanging around
with his friends. When asked to write fiction at
school he starts with enthusiasm (he’s a big fan
of Robert Muchamore and Darren Shan) but
often runs out of steam and leaves things
unfinished. He says he enjoys writing but isn’t
happy with what he writes and is happier talking
about his ideas with friends. He knows some
people become authors but has no idea how that
happens ‘Someone discovers them?’ and would
like some tips on writing either fantasy fiction, or
football journalism. Where would you send him?

Shelley is 14 and doesn’t consider herself a
reader but likes Jacqueline Wilson and drawing
manga characters that she has become adept at
copying. She has no idea how manga is produced
and is really keen to meet someone who draws
manga for living. Where would you send her?

Wouldn’t it be great if schools had a space where
young people could share their interest in words?
A place creating a fantastic buzz, bringing in
more and more young people? 

They’d upload images, create new cover art,
storyboard favorite animations, cover football
matches, and write lyrics. There would be
passionate debate, shared ideas, and revelations
of secret writers. Authors, illustrators, publishers
and games designers would drop in to chat,
answer questions, and be badgered about agents.

They’d form groups on unknown manga or
Robert Muchamore. They’d form strange clusters
around Discworld, plan journeys to other
countries, imagine different endings, and create
new genres for books older readers had never
heard of. groupthing.org is The Reading
Agency’s major new initiative to give young
people the tools and the space to be creative
online. It harnesses the two main drivers for
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Secondary

Creativity and engagment across the
curriculum
groupthing.org provides schools with the tools to
ignite students’ enthusiasm for words and
narrative. It brings together advice, presentation
space, and stimulus for all forms of writing and
reading. They can use the technology to explore
and create a wide variety of texts, and learn from
both peer-to-peer comment and content as well
as professional advice.

Are young people involved? 
groupthing.org has been developed with 
young people and their participation is driving 
it forward. They have been involved in its
development right from the start! 

Who else is involved? 
The Reading Agency can draw on a fantastic
range of partners to make this website a powerful
tool: publishers, HeadSpace local authorities,
the RNIB, arts organisations like Creative
Partnerships, and Apples and Snakes and literacy
organisations and programmes like the National
Literacy Trust and Reading Connects.

Is it safe?
groupthing.org is a safe, fully accessible and
easy-to-use networking site. The site will be post-
moderated (i.e. all posts and uploads will be
looked at after they have gone up). All posts and
uploads will have ‘report it’ set against them and
filtering against swearwords and submission of
personal data will take place. The site will have
been risk assessed by the NSPCC.

When can we access it?
groupthing went into closed beta at the
beginning of February 2009 and will be going
fully live in April. 

Become a subscriber
As a subscriber you can: 
• Use the site across all your school terminals

(on and off-site). 
• Create any number of your own group pages –

either closed (invited members only) or open
(anyone can join) – where they can showcase
their creative work (text, image, audio, video)
and debate what they are passionate about. 

• Add in events, links to your school web pages
and run polls.

• Use the site to engage with young people
turned off by traditional approaches to
reading, narrative, and words.

• Enhance work in the classroom with young
people (13-18) online in an active and creative
space.

• Access opportunities to engage your young
people – author events, offers.

A pack of posters, postcards and business cards
aimed at young people will be available to help
you promote the site to your students.

‘…A place
creating a
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Tell me about groupthing professional
(only accessible to subscribers) 
As a subscriber you get exclusive access to a
‘hidden’ professional side which helps you get
the most from the site. Through groupthing
professional you can:
• Be part of an online community of professional

practice, talking to others doing the same work
– youth centres, schools, libraries, literature
and arts organisations. 

• Make links to other professionals through the
dedicated professional forum. 

• Read features, regular columns and thought
pieces, e.g. what’s going on in the world of
reading and ways to engage young people in
positive activities.

• Find resources to support your work. 
• Get site specific call outs, e.g. focus groups for

publishers testing books/ designs.

Just do it
A great many young people attempt poetry, short
stories, fiction etc. but it never finds its way
beyond their notebooks and never gets an
audience. Already this generation is using and
has access to a great variety of tools for creating
narratives – groupthing brings them into one
space and gives the focus of an audience and
professional presentation. They can use their
groups to work collaboratively and share tips 
and experience. groupthing can be used across
the curriculum and inside normal school hours
and the extended school.

It’s about you and them and us – it’s a
groupthing. ■

For more information about groupthing.org, 
how to involve your students and to subscribe 
go to www.readingagency.org.uk or contact: 
Ruth Harrison, The Reading Agency
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Email: ruth.harrison@readingagency.org.uk
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young people today: being online, and generating
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Young people are online up to 20 hours per week;
let’s give them the tools to make the best use of
that!

‘groupthing.org allows young people freedom
for expression and creativity. There really is
something for everyone.’ Rachel Benson (18)

Use groupthing to challenge perceptions
groupthing is different. groupthing believes that
readers are social and creative, readers use
reading to achieve different goals. groupthing
challenges young people’s perception of
themselves as being simply readers or non
readers. 

groupthing promotes all reading: magazines,
non-fiction, manga, graphic novels, adult cross-
over titles, plays, scripts, music (lyrics), short
stories, film, games (on and off line), as well as
fiction and poetry. It can do all these things:
• encourage wider forms of reading and engage

with modern forms of communication.
• help you reach students aged 13-18 who are

turned off traditional forms of reading.
• encourage students to read for enjoyment,

impacting on their achievements in later life
• give young people the space to nurture their

own voice, and make them aware of what
opportunities their creativity can open up.

groupthing.org is, in fact, what young people
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Feature: Turning boys into Reading Champions
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Primary and Secondary

The National Reading Network for Schools and
Early Years Settings offers three great initiatives
to encourage reading for pleasure that are free to
join and will complement your school’s literacy
strategy: Reading Champions, Reading
Connects and Early Reading Connects.
Reading Champions is all about involving boys in
developing a reading culture. While Reading
Connects is about engraining a positive reading
culture throughout your school, by using staff
members, pupils, families, local libraries and the
wider community. Finally, following the success
of Reading Connects, Early Reading Connects
was launched to help engage and involve
children’s families in developing a love of
language, stories and reading, and to share good
practice and resources and build their confidence
in supporting their children. 

All three initiatives are delivered by the National
Literacy Trust and funded by the Department for
Children, Schools and Families. They are
completely free to join. On signing up,
members receive toolkits full of great ideas,
access to a national network and to a bank of case
studies highlighting other schools’ great work to
promote reading, monthly newsletters full of
discounts and details about competitions we are
running, as well as ongoing support and advice. 

A core aspect of the three projects is the
dissemination of good practice and support
through the network of active members who
share advice and ideas – Reading Connects now
has over 5,000 member schools, while Reading
Champions has over 2,500. 

To sign up to any of the three projects, visit
www.nationalreadingnetwork.org.uk.

Reading Champions has recently announced the
results of its annual School of the Year
competition. The Reading Champions project is
designed to get the boys in school hooked on
reading. Schools invite boys who are influential
among pupils to become Reading Champions.
These Reading Champions encourage other boys
to get into reading by running positive activities
and promotions. This year’s winner, Ambleside
Primary School in Nottingham, used a number of
innovative strategies that had a huge impact on
their boys’ reading and the creation of a positive
reading atmosphere throughout the school. Here
are a few of the ways that Ambleside got their
boys reading…

Ensuring staff are onside
To kick off the project Ambleside helped to
organise a Reading Champions launch day,
during which staff members were given some
background on the initiative. Also, teachers from
a local secondary school, which had already
implemented Reading Champions, talked about
how they were getting their boys reading. This
launch day was also followed up in subsequent
staff meetings with a particular focus on getting
the male teachers involved. The idea was to get
all the staff onboard.

Male staff held an ‘Extreme Reading Challenge’
over the Christmas holidays, where they
photographed themselves reading in extreme or
unusual locations. These pictures were displayed
prominently throughout the school. The pupils
judged the entries, before being given the chance
to take part in their own Extreme Reading
competition during the Easter holidays. 

Turning boys into
Reading Champions
by Sarah Osborne

Getting the blokes onboard
The school sent letters to parents and members
of the local community inviting them to come
into school to read with the children. Ambleside
was particularly keen to encourage parental
involvement, so they held an ‘Enjoy Books
Together’ morning where parents were taught
about the importance of reading to children and
given some tips on reading together. Following
this, on World Book Day the school held a ‘Bring
a man to school’ day, where pupils were asked to
bring cousins, dads or granddads into school for
a morning reading session. Local community
members such as police officers, a fire liaison
officer and the local Family Learning
Development Officer were also invited to school
to join in. 

The pupil power behind the project
A significant aspect of Ambleside’s success was
the fact that the boys were really encouraged to
own the project, and given freedom to input
ideas and suggest new reading initiatives. There
was also frequent consultation with the Reading
Champion boys regarding which boy-friendly
books they most wanted to buy for the school
library. 

One idea that the boys came up with was called
‘Place 2 Read’. Younger pupils would post a
reading request slip in a box. The pupil would
then be collected from class by a Reading
Champion for a buddy reading session. The
Reading Champions designed all the slips, the
box and the format of the project and then visited
classes to promote the initiative. 

Another group of boys set up a lunch club in
which younger boys were encouraged to come
and read with them. As part of this they produced
laminated card invitations for the younger pupils

and chose a selection of boy-friendly books.
These buddy sessions took place around school
in visible locations. Books could be taken outside
onto the field or into the playground at dinner
time. One of the Reading Champions named
Kisheen commented: ‘I like being a Reading
Champion because I get to read with younger
children. I also like being a Reading Champion
because I am helping people as well as myself to
read. ’ 

Barriers and challenges
It has been a remarkably successful year for
Ambleside but it hasn’t all been easy. Doing so
much to encourage the boys to read has not been
without its challenges. In particular, Year 3 boys
were hard to involve. They struggled and needed
regular support to keep them reading. In order to
combat this, local fire-fighter Michael Ellis came
into the school on a weekly basis specifically to
support this group of boys. 

It was also a challenge to sustain staff
commitment. A lot of work was therefore done to
highlight the importance of Reading Champions
and the positive impact of getting boys into
reading to staff. This included running
competitions specifically targeting teachers. 

Time and money has also been scarce, but
involving one of the school’s governors in the
reading events that took place meant that there
was influential support when it came to
fundraising for new books, and getting hold of
free materials for the school. Support from staff
and governors ensured that getting the boys
reading, and the Reading Champions scheme,
remained a whole school priority. 

Feeling inspired to get your boys hooked on
reading? Visit the Reading Champions website
and get more ideas from other schools in the
network. ■

Sarah Osborne
Manager, National Reading Network
National Literacy Trust

‘…a particular focus
on getting the male
teachers involved.’

‘…a “Bring a man to
school” day.’

‘Books
could be
taken
outside
onto the
field…’

‘…Year 3
boys were
hard to
involve.’

‘…there was influential support
when it came to fundraising for
new books.’

‘…members receive
toolkits full of great
ideas…’
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The National Reading Network for Schools and
Early Years Settings offers three great initiatives
to encourage reading for pleasure that are free to
join and will complement your school’s literacy
strategy: Reading Champions, Reading
Connects and Early Reading Connects.
Reading Champions is all about involving boys in
developing a reading culture. While Reading
Connects is about engraining a positive reading
culture throughout your school, by using staff
members, pupils, families, local libraries and the
wider community. Finally, following the success
of Reading Connects, Early Reading Connects
was launched to help engage and involve
children’s families in developing a love of
language, stories and reading, and to share good
practice and resources and build their confidence
in supporting their children. 

All three initiatives are delivered by the National
Literacy Trust and funded by the Department for
Children, Schools and Families. They are
completely free to join. On signing up,
members receive toolkits full of great ideas,
access to a national network and to a bank of case
studies highlighting other schools’ great work to
promote reading, monthly newsletters full of
discounts and details about competitions we are
running, as well as ongoing support and advice. 

A core aspect of the three projects is the
dissemination of good practice and support
through the network of active members who
share advice and ideas – Reading Connects now
has over 5,000 member schools, while Reading
Champions has over 2,500. 

To sign up to any of the three projects, visit
www.nationalreadingnetwork.org.uk.

Reading Champions has recently announced the
results of its annual School of the Year
competition. The Reading Champions project is
designed to get the boys in school hooked on
reading. Schools invite boys who are influential
among pupils to become Reading Champions.
These Reading Champions encourage other boys
to get into reading by running positive activities
and promotions. This year’s winner, Ambleside
Primary School in Nottingham, used a number of
innovative strategies that had a huge impact on
their boys’ reading and the creation of a positive
reading atmosphere throughout the school. Here
are a few of the ways that Ambleside got their
boys reading…

Ensuring staff are onside
To kick off the project Ambleside helped to
organise a Reading Champions launch day,
during which staff members were given some
background on the initiative. Also, teachers from
a local secondary school, which had already
implemented Reading Champions, talked about
how they were getting their boys reading. This
launch day was also followed up in subsequent
staff meetings with a particular focus on getting
the male teachers involved. The idea was to get
all the staff onboard.

Male staff held an ‘Extreme Reading Challenge’
over the Christmas holidays, where they
photographed themselves reading in extreme or
unusual locations. These pictures were displayed
prominently throughout the school. The pupils
judged the entries, before being given the chance
to take part in their own Extreme Reading
competition during the Easter holidays. 

Turning boys into
Reading Champions
by Sarah Osborne

Getting the blokes onboard
The school sent letters to parents and members
of the local community inviting them to come
into school to read with the children. Ambleside
was particularly keen to encourage parental
involvement, so they held an ‘Enjoy Books
Together’ morning where parents were taught
about the importance of reading to children and
given some tips on reading together. Following
this, on World Book Day the school held a ‘Bring
a man to school’ day, where pupils were asked to
bring cousins, dads or granddads into school for
a morning reading session. Local community
members such as police officers, a fire liaison
officer and the local Family Learning
Development Officer were also invited to school
to join in. 

The pupil power behind the project
A significant aspect of Ambleside’s success was
the fact that the boys were really encouraged to
own the project, and given freedom to input
ideas and suggest new reading initiatives. There
was also frequent consultation with the Reading
Champion boys regarding which boy-friendly
books they most wanted to buy for the school
library. 

One idea that the boys came up with was called
‘Place 2 Read’. Younger pupils would post a
reading request slip in a box. The pupil would
then be collected from class by a Reading
Champion for a buddy reading session. The
Reading Champions designed all the slips, the
box and the format of the project and then visited
classes to promote the initiative. 

Another group of boys set up a lunch club in
which younger boys were encouraged to come
and read with them. As part of this they produced
laminated card invitations for the younger pupils

and chose a selection of boy-friendly books.
These buddy sessions took place around school
in visible locations. Books could be taken outside
onto the field or into the playground at dinner
time. One of the Reading Champions named
Kisheen commented: ‘I like being a Reading
Champion because I get to read with younger
children. I also like being a Reading Champion
because I am helping people as well as myself to
read. ’ 

Barriers and challenges
It has been a remarkably successful year for
Ambleside but it hasn’t all been easy. Doing so
much to encourage the boys to read has not been
without its challenges. In particular, Year 3 boys
were hard to involve. They struggled and needed
regular support to keep them reading. In order to
combat this, local fire-fighter Michael Ellis came
into the school on a weekly basis specifically to
support this group of boys. 

It was also a challenge to sustain staff
commitment. A lot of work was therefore done to
highlight the importance of Reading Champions
and the positive impact of getting boys into
reading to staff. This included running
competitions specifically targeting teachers. 

Time and money has also been scarce, but
involving one of the school’s governors in the
reading events that took place meant that there
was influential support when it came to
fundraising for new books, and getting hold of
free materials for the school. Support from staff
and governors ensured that getting the boys
reading, and the Reading Champions scheme,
remained a whole school priority. 

Feeling inspired to get your boys hooked on
reading? Visit the Reading Champions website
and get more ideas from other schools in the
network. ■

Sarah Osborne
Manager, National Reading Network
National Literacy Trust

‘…a particular focus
on getting the male
teachers involved.’

‘…a “Bring a man to
school” day.’

‘Books
could be
taken
outside
onto the
field…’

‘…Year 3
boys were
hard to
involve.’

‘…there was influential support
when it came to fundraising for
new books.’

‘…members receive
toolkits full of great
ideas…’
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“Behind that door is  

    the most dangerous criminal 

on this planet.”

     It was my birthday really, 

but it could have been my deathday.

   Very nearly was, in fact.

“Pssst! Wanna buy an alligator?”

  This is the story of
two boys called Jack 
    one supply teacher

 called Miss Wilson,
and a small mistake… 
that changed each of  

  their lives forever.

“It was my birthday really,  

   but it could have been my

                deathday.”

Barrington Stoke books help every child to love 
reading. They publish for reluctant, dyslexic 
and struggling readers – kids who find reading 
difficult, or who aren’t yet ready to cope with 
long books, or who simply don’t enjoy books.

Barrington Stoke was founded by Lucy Juckes 
and myself with very clear aims and objectives. Its 
books were to fill a particular gap in the market. 
When, far later than their contemporaries, the 
struggling readers at last reached a level where 
they could read ‘real’ books, there was nothing out 
there to tempt them. Books with the right interest 
age were too hard. Those with easily accessible 
text were too babyish in content. Inspiring books 
were needed to bridge the gap. So Lucy and I 
embarked on a challenging publishing venture. 

Lucy, who had run the marketing department 
for Bloomsbury publishers, had all the essential 
skills to set up and run the company. I was 
formerly principal at Fairley House school and 
was responsible for ensuring that the books were 
on target. After many years of involvement with 
children with reading problems, I was well aware 
of the amount of professional expertise that 
was available in the field. Not only teachers, but 
speech and language therapists, psychologists, 
occupational therapists and even orthoptists had 
strong ideas as to how books could be made more 
accessible and more attractive for the less able 
reader. The children themselves could articulate 
their preferences and needs with surprising 
accuracy, yet this great store of knowledge was 
largely untapped and certainly not co-ordinated.
Individual ideas were not necessarily original 
but the combination of so many of them worked 
miracles. Remove all stones and hazards from 
the path and the fledgling cyclist will ride off in 
triumph. And reading, like cycling, is a skill that 
once learnt is never forgotten.4 

As Robbie Jones rode his bike 

    round the park one Sunday morning,

he saw a boys’ football team 

 coming out onto the sports pitch.

         It was love at first sight. 

“Behind that door is  

    the most dangerous criminal 

on this planet.”

  This is the story of
two boys called Jack 
    one supply teacher

 called Miss Wilson,
and a small mistake… 
that changed each of  

  their lives forever.
Barrington Stoke books
Inspiring reluctant readers

by Patience Thomson

‘…this great 
store of 
knowledge 
was largely 
untapped 
…’
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that changed each of 
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Patience Thomson has recently written 101 Ways to Get Your Child to Read. The book was part of the 2009 
Quick Reads programme and contains practical tips to enable parents to help their dyslexic or struggling child 
to love books.

We have seven signed copies of books from the new series, The Five Lords of Pain by James Lovegrove, 
suitable for Reading age 8 Interest age 12+ , to give away. Simply quote ‘NATE Competiton’ and e-mail your 
details to schools@barringtonstoke.co.uk

What really makes Barrington Stoke different 
is their unique consultancy programme. Every 
Barrington Stoke story is sent to consultants 
before it’s published. Consultants are children 
of the right interest age and reading age for the 
book – perhaps a class of 11-year-olds with a 
reading age of 8, or a group of teenagers who 
are seriously struggling and have a reading age 
of 7. They read the manuscript and report on 
everything that was difficult about it. 

Difficult words or problems with the plot? 
These are explained to them subtly, or changed. 
Difficult sentences? These are made simpler. 
A team of language editors – all dyslexia and 
literacy experts – work with the author to fix all 
the problems, so the book is written in a way that 
all readers can understand. So by the time a book 
is published, it is known for a fact that someone 
with a reading age of 8 (or 7 or 6 for some books) 
will be able to read and enjoy it. 

As a thank-you to our consultants, Barrington 
Stoke prints their names in the back of the book 
and gives them a certificate and a copy of the 
book. Teachers have been extremely enthusiastic 
about the consultancy programme and the way 
in which it has motivated some of their most 
reluctant readers. If you would like to take part 
in the programme, please contact schools@
barringtonstoke.co.uk
 
Reluctant and struggling readers don’t want 
to be singled out. They want to read the same 
authors as their friends. They deserve the same 
quality of writing, the same standard of plotting, 
the same spine-tingling terror, heart-stopping 
adventure and rib tickling jokes. Funny stories, 
scary stories, real life drama or fascinating 
facts: there’s a Barrington Stoke book that will 
keep even the most reluctant readers turning the 
pages! n

Patience Thomson
Barrington Stoke 

The stories are written by some of the most 
famous and best-loved children’s authors around. 
Stories that hook you from the first page. Stories 
that grab you and don’t let go. Stories that make 
you want to carry on reading. 

When a reader is hooked on a story, his or her 
reading ability improves. A child who wants to 
read on will read more fluently and have fewer 
problems understanding difficult words – because 
he wants to read on! That’s why books for 
reluctant readers have to have fabulous stories. 
They need other things too – the presentation and 
the language level are vital, and Barrington Stoke 
use a variety of carefully tested methods to make 
books easier and more accessible for reluctant 
and struggling readers. 

But in the end, it all comes down to the story.
Barrington Stoke books are never dumbed-down 
or patronising. They are compelling stories that 
children enjoy reading, they are very accessible 
so that readers build up their confidence, and 
they look and have great covers so good that 
nobody feels embarrassed reading them. There is 
nothing on the covers to suggest that the books 
are for reluctant readers. 
 Every detail matters:
• Barrington Stoke uses their own font, 

Barrington Stoke Roman, which was specially 
designed by language specialists. It’s proven 
to help dyslexics avoid mixing up letters and 
ensure a smooth read.

• Printing is on cream or off-white paper, which 
is easier for dyslexics than reading black print 
on white. 

• Paragraphs are never too long and dialogue is 
clearly marked.

• Uneven lines help the reader keep his or her 
place.

• Text size and line spacing are carefully 
calculated and tested – not too small, not too 
large – so we know we’re using the clearest 
and most readable layout. 

• All books have chapters, to provide lots of 
natural breaks for readers. 

✦ Special back to school offer – 50% discount on any 25 or more books. Offer ends 29 Oct 2010 ✦

For information on all our books and special offers for schools, please visit www.barringtonstoke.co.uk
or contact us on 0131 225 4113.

‘…in the 
end, it all 
comes 
down to 
the story.’
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is their unique consultancy programme. Every 
Barrington Stoke story is sent to consultants 
before it’s published. Consultants are children 
of the right interest age and reading age for the 
book – perhaps a class of 11-year-olds with a 
reading age of 8, or a group of teenagers who 
are seriously struggling and have a reading age 
of 7. They read the manuscript and report on 
everything that was difficult about it. 

Difficult words or problems with the plot? 
These are explained to them subtly, or changed. 
Difficult sentences? These are made simpler. 
A team of language editors – all dyslexia and 
literacy experts – work with the author to fix all 
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all readers can understand. So by the time a book 
is published, it is known for a fact that someone 
with a reading age of 8 (or 7 or 6 for some books) 
will be able to read and enjoy it. 

As a thank-you to our consultants, Barrington 
Stoke prints their names in the back of the book 
and gives them a certificate and a copy of the 
book. Teachers have been extremely enthusiastic 
about the consultancy programme and the way 
in which it has motivated some of their most 
reluctant readers. If you would like to take part 
in the programme, please contact schools@
barringtonstoke.co.uk
 
Reluctant and struggling readers don’t want 
to be singled out. They want to read the same 
authors as their friends. They deserve the same 
quality of writing, the same standard of plotting, 
the same spine-tingling terror, heart-stopping 
adventure and rib tickling jokes. Funny stories, 
scary stories, real life drama or fascinating 
facts: there’s a Barrington Stoke book that will 
keep even the most reluctant readers turning the 
pages! n

Patience Thomson
Barrington Stoke 

The stories are written by some of the most 
famous and best-loved children’s authors around. 
Stories that hook you from the first page. Stories 
that grab you and don’t let go. Stories that make 
you want to carry on reading. 

When a reader is hooked on a story, his or her 
reading ability improves. A child who wants to 
read on will read more fluently and have fewer 
problems understanding difficult words – because 
he wants to read on! That’s why books for 
reluctant readers have to have fabulous stories. 
They need other things too – the presentation and 
the language level are vital, and Barrington Stoke 
use a variety of carefully tested methods to make 
books easier and more accessible for reluctant 
and struggling readers. 

But in the end, it all comes down to the story.
Barrington Stoke books are never dumbed-down 
or patronising. They are compelling stories that 
children enjoy reading, they are very accessible 
so that readers build up their confidence, and 
they look and have great covers so good that 
nobody feels embarrassed reading them. There is 
nothing on the covers to suggest that the books 
are for reluctant readers. 
 Every detail matters:
• Barrington Stoke uses their own font, 

Barrington Stoke Roman, which was specially 
designed by language specialists. It’s proven 
to help dyslexics avoid mixing up letters and 
ensure a smooth read.

• Printing is on cream or off-white paper, which 
is easier for dyslexics than reading black print 
on white. 

• Paragraphs are never too long and dialogue is 
clearly marked.

• Uneven lines help the reader keep his or her 
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the story.’
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Rooted in 
Reading
Passports for reading

by Steve Willshaw

Rooted in Reading was conceived as a 
Lincolnshire response to the National Year of 
Reading (2008) that would build upon the high 
profile given to reading during the year but also, 
through the use of a strong concept, develop a 
product that would have a sustainable effect 
on reading and an on-going impact on the lives 
of children, building capacity and capability. 
Working with a local designer, we came up with 
the concept of Rooted in Reading and the 
strong central tree image, which encapsulates the 
organic way books and reading can contribute to 
personal, social and academic growth. This has 
subsequently been used on all the publications.

The project is based on a series of reading logs 
we call ‘passports’. The first was A6 with a green 
leather-look cover and detailed watermarking on 
the inside pages, to give as much of the look of 
a real passport as possible. We wanted to create 
products that children, teachers and parents 
would be excited by and proud to complete. The 
pages were given general headings: fiction, non-
fiction, newspapers, plays and poetry, so that the 
reader will be gently guided towards widening 
the range of texts they choose to read. The 
pages can be completed in any order so it only 
becomes necessary to seek out a specific genre 
or type of text in order to complete the last few 

‘…a product that would have a 
sustainable effect on reading 
and an on-going impact on the 
lives of children…’
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tasks. Rubber stamps were made featuring the 
tree motif that teachers and librarians could use 
to endorse children’s reading, tapping into that 
excitement that comes from getting your real 
passport stamped or collecting stickers in a book.
I wrote all the passports as part of my job as 
Senior School Improvement Consultant with 
Lincolnshire School Improvement Service, 
managed by CfBT, a not-for-profit education trust. 
We are very proud that the patron of Rooted in 
Reading is Morris Gleitzman, international best-
selling children’s author of Toad Rage, Boy 
Overboard, and the recent trilogy, Once, Then 
and Now. Since April 2011 we have worked 
with NATE to make the passports available to all 
schools through NATE ‘s catalogue and online 
shop at www.nate.org.uk. The prices have been 
kept as low as we can manage in the hope that as 
many schools as possible will get involved.

The first passports were enthusiastically received 
by teachers and children in both primary and 
secondary schools but it soon became apparent 
that a range of passports would be required to 
meet the needs of readers at different stages of 
development. So, a blue passport was designed 
for KS1 readers which provides more space 
to accommodate youthful handwriting. When 
my youngest son completed his green passport 
in Year 5 I could see that, while he had found 
it motivating and it had clearly increased the 
amount of reading he did (contributing I am sure 
to his having his most successful school year to 
date), he would not be motivated by being given 
another copy of the same passport to start all 
over again the following year. From this, Passport 
Plus in dark red covers was born. Here the range 
of text types covered is wider – e.g. a text written 
about the area you live in and a text in which the 
lead character is of the opposite sex to the reader 
– and the prompts are more specific and varied, 
the overall tone of the passport more grown up.

Other ideas were soon developed. The first A5 
passport, the purple ‘Rooted in Reading Award’, 
was conceived as a reading version of the Duke 
of Edinburgh Award, with bronze and silver 
certificates for schools to award for the completion 
of 8 and 12 of the tasks and a gold certificate that 
I send out when schools send in passports with all 
16 tasks completed to an appropriate standard. 
Names of these students are recorded and they 
can then include reference to their achievement 
in their UCAS personal statement and institutions 
can verify the award with me. The tasks are more 
demanding here – reading a prize winning novel, 
attending a live literature event, getting involved 
in helping a younger child to read etc. – but the 
emphasis remains primarily on the reading rather 
than the writing.

The other A6 passports are: ‘Sharing Stories and 
Rhymes’, devised to encourage parents to read 
with their pre-school children; ‘Reading Together,’ 
for parents of children to use with their primary 
school aged children; the ‘Challenge Passport’ 
for early teenagers who have never got into 
reading previously; and the ‘Transition Passport’, 
to capture evidence of reading in primary school, 
encourage reading over the summer vacation and 
provide secondary teachers with vital information 
about attitudes to books. The A5 range now 
includes a ‘Personal Reading Diary’ with 18 tasks 
to be completed once every two weeks (a year’s 
worth of homework tasks?) aimed at gathering 
information on readers’ private reading to inform 
APP style assessments, and ‘Critical Literacy’ 
with a sophisticated, grey cover to encourage A 
level students to re-examine the whole process 
of reading and its underlying assumptions. The 
final passport is the A4 ‘Community Passport’, 
in which anyone with any connection to a school 
can jot down a brief response to whatever they 
are currently reading and comment on other 
entries in an attempt to give physical reality to 
the concept of the reading community.

Reading has a well-researched bearing on an 
individual’s capabilities in many spheres. Early 
in the development of Rooted in Reading, I 
conducted a review of this research, looking in 
particular at how reading can contribute to the five 
outcomes of the Every Child Matters agenda but 
I don’t think many teachers will need convincing 
on this issue. The clearest representation of the 
impact reading can have was published recently 
in a piece of research by the National Literacy 
Trust entitled Mapping the interrelationships 
of reading enjoyment, attitudes, behaviour 
and attainment. The model was devised to show 
the results of their research, indicating clearly 
the direct link between reading enjoyment and 
reading attainment.

The passports have been used by 86% of 
Lincolnshire primary and 98% of Lincolnshire 
secondary schools. Since the national launch last 
April they have been taken up by schools all over 
the country, from Devon and Cornwall to Arran 
and Aberdeen. These vary from large inner city 
comprehensives and academies to rural and 
independent schools. We are now also beginning 
to get some interest from English schools in 

‘…the direct link between 
reading enjoyment and reading 
attainment.’
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Some advice if you’d like to order passports:
• Choose the right passports – important, as 

they have been designed to meet the needs of 
specific groups of readers. 

• Involve staff – the more staff that are involved 
the greater the impact. This is not just a 
project for the English department and the 
librarian. It is not a complex scheme but 
equally, complications and misunderstandings 
can arise if some time is not spent getting 
things right at the start.

• Use the Rooted in Reading stamp to endorse 
the children’s reading; they find this very 
rewarding and motivating. 

• Getting senior leadership support could be 
crucial. The schools where Rooted in Reading 
has had the most impact on reading are those 
where the head has been directly involved.

• Involve local public libraries and other 
community groups and organisations. The 
Community Passport was specifically designed 
with this wider set of agencies in mind. 

• Celebrate the completion of passports. 
Certificates can be awarded and there are 
Rooted in Reading badges that can be bought 
to show that a child has completed either the 
blue, green or red passports. 

Anyone wanting more information about Rooted 
in Reading can email rootedinreading@
cfbt.com. The project’s own webpage is www.
rootedinreading.co.uk, which gives access 
to additional resources, such as downloadable 
certificates, films showing teachers and learners 
talking about and using the passports, as well 
as other materials. You could also follow @
stevewillshaw for tweeted updates on Rooted in 
Reading.
 
The last word should go to a passport user, a 
Year 8 boy in a Derbyshire school, who said ‘The 
reading passport to me, and I think many other 
people, is a bit like a ticket to the world of books.’ 
That’ll do for me! n
 
Steve Willshaw

Europe and hoping to set up a pilot project with 
the government of a small Caribbean island to 
supply passports for every child.

It is very difficult to get accurate, unequivocal 
data that can testify to the success or failure 
of any project connected with such a complex 
and nebulous procedure as reading. That 
notwithstanding, between 2007 and 2009, in 
primary schools which reported heavy passport 
usage, L4+ SATs results in reading increased by 
4.37% against 2.0% across the county. Schools 
not using passports averaged a decrease of 0.27% 
points over the same period.

Perhaps more important is how both teachers and 
learners have responded to the passports. 98% 
of teachers in 44 schools – 28 secondaries, 15 
primaries, 1 special – felt that the passports had a 
positive or strongly positive impact on the amount 
of reading their children did while 89.5% of these 
teachers reported a positive or strongly positive 
impact on reading skills. 71% of the learners in 
six different schools felt that the passports had 
had a positive or strongly positive impact on the 
amount of reading they did and 73% reported 
a positive or strongly positive impact on their 
enthusiasm for reading. Interestingly, the impact 
appears to have been strongest in the schools 
with the most deprived catchments.

‘…I don’t think 
many teachers will 
need convincing on 
this issue.’

View or order all passports in the Rooted in Reading 
scheme through NATE’s online shop at www.nate.
org.uk/bookshop, or email info@nate.org.uk
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Philip Pullman once remarked that reading is 
the most basic of all basics. Indeed it is. It is the 
outcome of a child’s early speaking and listening 
experiences and a conduit to writing. The child 
who starts secondary education with poor reading 
skills is effectively disenfranchised from much of 
the curriculum. They find it extremely difficult to 
learn independently. 

Research by the National Literacy Trust recently 
confirmed what most teachers and parents knew 
already. A child who visits a library is twice as 
likely to read well as a child who does not. The 
international educational rankings (PISA), which 
test 15-year-olds in a variety of subjects, provide 
further evidence of the importance of reading. 
In a decade when we have seen a good deal of 
intensive tracking and testing, league tables 
galore, excerpts aplenty and disproportionate 
stress on analysis and deconstruction of text, 
the United Kingdom has slipped from seventh to 
twenty-fifth of the countries surveyed. 

One of the most significant judgements made 
in the latest survey is that our teenagers are 
less likely to read for pleasure than a number 
of comparable countries and that it is a major 
contributory factory to their relative lack of 
success in international comparisons. I suspect 
this says less about our youngsters’ willingness 
to pick up a book and more about the nature of 
their education. 

Tellingly, South Korea is top of the PISA rankings 
and is building 180 new libraries. We, who are 
languishing in twenty-fifth place, are threatening 
to withdraw funding from over 400 public 
libraries and allowing school libraries to close at 
an alarming rate. This is not a situation teachers 
and librarians have chosen. For all the rhetoric of 
localism, they have precious little autonomy or 
local control.

Education Secretary Michael Gove has at 
least showed some awareness of this issue. He 
returned from New York recently palpably excited 
by a scheme to get children reading 50 books  
a year. Unfortunately, he seems to be thinking 
along the lines of yet another recommended 
list, yet another attempt to build a primary and 
secondary ‘canon’. Who knows, we may soon see 
Dryden on the Year 7 curriculum! 

He seems to have barely considered the idea 
of creating a book-friendly culture in schools 
where children are given access to quality books 
selected by skilled teachers and librarians. He 
seems unwilling to trust them to select reading 
material that accords with the interests, aptitudes 
and backgrounds of the children in their care. I 
aim to show that the wholehearted adoption of 
the latter model is long overdue.

Indeed, there is a deep ambivalence at the heart 
of Gove’s thinking. He seems to be considering 

How do 
we make 
schools 
book 
friendly 
places?
by Alan Gibbons

‘…South 
Korea 
is top of 
the PISA 
rankings 
and is 
building 
180 new 
libraries.’
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whether to impose a ‘canon’ on teachers and 
children but when I advocated statutory school 
libraries (in the London Evening Standard in 
summer 2011) his spokesperson immediately 
responded by insisting that the Department for 
Education funds reading in schools and provides 
the resources. It is up to head teachers to decide 
how it is done. So he can be centralist about 
recommending what books to read, but pleads 
localism when anyone mentions libraries and 
librarians. There seems to be a lack of intellectual 
coherence at the heart of his project.

So what should be done to construct the kind 
of reading culture I propose? I visit 180 schools 
a year in the UK and overseas. Let me take you 
on a typical visit. I drive past an inspirational 
sign, proclaiming Per Ardua ad Astra, through 
adversity to the stars, or some such worthy 
aphorism. While I sit in the IKEA reception in the 
shade of a yucca awaiting the Head of English 
or English coordinator, what do I have to read? 
Usually it is a school prospectus or clippings 
about the school taken from the local press. 
Imagine the impact if there were lists of favourite 
books, recommendations by teachers, parents 
and librarians. 

Imagine if, instead of the dinner menu, BBC 
24 or news of the school trips, the screens that 
are increasingly ubiquitous featured films of the 
children talking about their book of the week, ten 

cool adventure books or lists of horror stories, 
animal stories, love stories, graphic novels, 
comics, poems and history stories. Imagine if the 
adults in the school were filmed discussing their 
own favourite books. Imagine if the children’s 
reading led seamlessly to displays of their 
writing. This could be done in bound anthologies 
or on those screens, possibly with musical 
accompaniment or imported graphics. The 
children could make audio and video recordings. 
They could have a genuinely wide audience for 
their work. 

School blogs could fulfil the same role. Where 
they exist they can be developed as showcases 
of pupils’ work. What’s more, there is a facility 
by which other pupils, parents and teachers can 
give feedback. There is an example on my blog 
www.alangibbons.net ‘Writing at Broadgreen 
Primary School, Liverpool’. Schools that have 
their own blogs often exchange work, views and 
news. There is a feature that allows children to 
see the schools with whom they communicate 
marked on a world map. It does wonders for the 
pupils’ geography!4

‘They 
could 
have a 
genuinely 
wide 
audience 
for their 
work.’

‘Imagine the impact 
if there were lists of 
favourite books…’
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from the digital chaff. Reading a whole book 
gives a child a far greater access to narrative 
and composition than superficial surfing. There 
has to be a balance of quick retrieval, something 
computers are very good at, and the deeper, 
more extended reading behaviours required to 
process narratives and information that are more 
challenging.

It is also vital to see literature as something that 
is alive and relevant, not something pickled in 
academic aspic. This is where shadowing the 
Carnegie Medal or other book awards comes 
in. A very productive field for adolescents is 
comparing modern Young Adult books with the 
templates for fiction from our literary tradition. 
I worked with a school some time ago on a 
scheme based on Romeo and Juliet. It included 
the Zefferelli and Baz Luhrmann films and novels 
based on ‘star crossed lovers’ such as my Caught 
in the Crossfire, Malorie Blackman’s Noughts 
and Crosses and Joan Lingard’s Across the 
Barricades.

Returning to the National Literacy Trust research 
with which I began, it says that visiting a library 
is effective. The choice of words is telling. The 
visit counts. This is part of the reading culture 
that is often neglected, the browsing, the arguing 
about the best book in a selection, the sharing of 
books with friends and family; in other words the 
socialisation of reading. There is much we can 
do to nurture children’s reading in schools. There 
are many countries that are doing better than 
we are. We should learn from the best practice 
and promote reading, particularly fiction, far 
more effectively than we have in recent years. 
The good news is that all these examples of 
good practice are present to some extent in our 
schools. We need to make their application far 
more systematic. We need a national reading 
policy. n

Alan Gibbons
Author and independent educational consultant; 
founder of ‘The Campaign for the Book’.

I hope you agree with me that this is a desirable 
and plausible outcome. So how do we frame a 
coherent set of proposals that can be presented 
to the Department for Education encapsulating 
this vision? It has to start in the early years. 
Books should be prominently displayed with the 
covers and the most telling illustrations visible 
to the children. There should be visiting singers, 
storytellers, writers, poets and illustrators. 
Teachers, librarians and those involved in the 
production and dissemination of books should 
demonstrate the intimate relationship between 
the spoken and written word, between text and 
illustration. 

Where there is no functional library in an infant 
or primary school, one should be established. 
Funding may not run to a professional librarian, 
but steps should be taken to get as close as 
possible to that goal. Appointed teachers, teaching 
assistants and parents can be given responsibility 
for providing somewhere for the children to 
browse and read for themselves or listen while 
someone reads to them. The local public library 
or School Library Service (where it has not been 
a victim of spending cuts) can advise. Maybe the 
librarian at the local secondary school can take 
some responsibility for encouraging libraries in 
feeder schools. Book clubs or a monthly bookshop 
should be part of this thinking. In other words, 
the senior management teams of nursery and 
primary schools should have the establishment 
of a reading culture at the very centre of their 
philosophy and day-to-day practice. That means 
it has to be the responsibility of a senior member 
of staff. Yes, and this is far more important than 
SATs. Engendering a love of books comes before 
dissecting and analysing them or filleting them 
for ‘features of text’. Former Children’s Laureate 
Michael Rosen’s ideas are set out in a series of 
articles and videos on this website:
http://www.readingrevolution.co.uk/

Cross-phase planning involving primary and 
secondary staff is central to continuing children’s 
enthusiasm for reading into adolescence. Yes, they 
need knowledge of letters, sounds and phonemes, 
but most children who read well do so because 
their home environments have made reading fun. 
You are usually much better at things you enjoy. 
Book weeks, dressing up as book characters, 
meeting authors are all vital to instilling the joy 
of reading. This is not an anti-technology vision 
either. I have already written above about the 
possibilities of a symbiotic relationship between 
the older and newer reading technologies.

In the secondary school the presence of a properly 
trained librarian integrated into the work of the 
major departments of the school is vital. It can 
not ‘all be done online’. South Korea has very 
advanced ICT provision but it is still building new 
libraries. There is a message for us there. A good 
teacher or librarian is needed to sift the wheat 

‘We need a national 
reading policy.’
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Boys’ lack of engagement with literacy and, 
in particular reading for pleasure, is not a new 
worry or issue. For many years this has been a 
concern amongst teachers, parents, OFSTED 
and others, with a whole host of reasons cited. 
These have included a lack of motivation, a lack 
of strong literacy role models, curriculum issues 
and weaknesses in classroom approaches. Add to 
this the obvious draws of other leisure activities 
like gaming and sport, and it is seemingly a 
continual battle to enthuse young boys about the 
written word, where not on a computer screen or 
mobile phone. 

At Queensbridge School, a mixed 11-16 
comprehensive in Moseley, Birmingham, some 
of our pupils leave their primary schools with 
low reading ages and may live in homes where 
reading for pleasure is not a usual pastime. Not 
surprisingly, key groups of boys not only lack the 
key literacy skills needed for life and work but 
rarely, if ever, pick up a book just to dive into a 
story and become absorbed in its world. This was 
our challenge – not just to move pupils up National 
Curriculum Levels but to fill our boys especially 
with a passion for reading, to encourage them 
to enter that magical environment where black 
lettering on a white page can conjure new worlds, 
vivid characters and wondrous events. As Frank 
Cotterell Boyce said recently, it’s about ‘letting 
[the book] soak into you and become a part of 
who you are…’

One key was finding texts to enthuse and inspire. 
There is hardly a lack of overall choice for 
childrens’ reading material, but it can be tricky 
to find books containing the key ingredients 
needed for reluctant boy readers, namely: 
brevity, high impact content, low reading age, 
relatable characters, relevant plotlines, and a 
fast moving narrative avoiding those longueurs 
where attention is likely to wander. A handful 

‘One 
key was 
finding 
texts to 
enthuse 
and 
inspire.’

A passion 
for fiction
Helping reluctant boy readers 
to find the right books

by Esmonde Banks

of publishers do address this need and for our 
recent work in class with these groups, we chose 
two books from Pearson’s new ‘Heroes’ KS3 
books: Ghost Game by Nigel Hinton and Monster 
Island by Justin Richards.
 
We made a decision to ensure the pupils would 
read the whole of the novel, giving the experience 
of seeing a book through to the end, following the 
characters and making sense of all the different 
events as they unfold. This was made viable by 
short novels – reading a chapter a lesson over 
a half term easily completed each book. It may 
seem a rather old-fashioned technique to ‘read to 
pupils’ each lesson this way and yet, in the ever-
changing, technologically advancing world of 
education, it is a pleasure easily forgotten – that 
joy which pupils can have from hearing a good 
reader take them into a story so the classroom 
and stresses of life just dissolve and the fiction 
is weaved around them to create its own reality.

‘…the fiction is 
weaved around them 
to create its own 
reality.’

Authors Frank Cotrell-Boyce and Richard Conlon

NATE Collections 4 Promoting the enjoyment of reading KS2 to KS5 41



 NATE Classroom Issue 15 35

Secondary

The books, despite their literary simplicity, 
drew in the pupils very quickly and the next 
stage was to link high impact, creative teaching 
ideas that would open up and compliment 
the novels. A key strategy was the inclusion of 
elements of competition, coupled with a focus 
on praise. Competition involved allocating points 
to different activities/tasks and splitting the 
groups into teams, with prizes or other school 
rewards earned by the winners at various times. 
Sometimes, individual tasks like a homework 
activity would carry an individual prize or reward 
(a book token, box of chocolates, gift voucher) 
rather than warnings of sanctions or punishments. 
We knew this was the right decision when, for 
the first time with this particular group, 100% of 
pupils submitted homework without chasing! 

We also saw the need for absolute enthusiasm 
when teaching – the need to convey to pupils how 
exciting the novel was and how enjoyable every 
activity they undertook was going to be! These 
tactics proved effective amongst even the most 
cynical and reluctant of readers – some boys who 
had entered the class quite proud of the fact that 
they had never read a book were slapping the 
desk at the end of a lesson and exclaiming ‘this 
book is sick!’

The activities undertaken by the pupils conformed 
to some basic principles: 
• relevance to the pupils’ world without being 

dumbed down, e.g. designing Xbox/ Wii/ PS3 
games; creating a character’s Facebook page 
and Twitter feed; imagining characters at 
school or other social circumstances 

• involvement of movement/drama, e.g. pupil 
in role; conscience tunnel; thought tapping; 
charades; tableaux

• the fostering of empathy, e.g. writing in role; 
predictions

• encouragement of creativity in its various 
forms, e.g. using images to provoke thoughts/ 
ideas/ predictions; video diaries; linking the 
text to other art forms such as film texts and 
paintings. 

These various activities form my own ‘Booktrail’ 
reading scheme at the heart of our Year 7 
curriculum. This is an award-based scheme with 
four levels (bronze, silver, gold and platinum) 
to encourage active reading and can be linked 
to any class reader. To progress through the 
different levels, pupils undertake three key tasks 
per award which increase in complexity. For 
example, a Bronze task may be an email to the 
author, while Gold will ultimately require them to 
plan, prepare and deliver a formal presentation to 
an unfamiliar audience. The work produced was 
often stunning – with a real sense of pride in what 
they were producing rather than seeing the tasks 
as the ‘boring bits’ they had to do to get to the 
next ‘Level’.

However, as teachers we can’t avoid the issue of 
‘progress’ and how this relates to NC Levels. The 
majority of pupils in our key focus group were 
Level 4b readers and writers, based on KS2 data 
(TA and some SATS) and our own baselining. After 
completing one of the novels and accompanying 
activities, around 85% of the group moved into 
Level 5 for writing based on a range of writing 
assessed using APP guidelines. After completing 
the second novel and activities, not only had 
many pupils moved another sub level (or two sub 
levels) in writing, but reading test results were 
remarkable – all pupils achieving their end of 
year target level or above, and some hitting their 
end of key stage level whilst still in Year 7.

‘…some boys …were 
slapping the desk at 
the end of a lesson 
and exclaiming “this 
book is sick!” ’

‘…a real 
sense of 
pride in 
what they 
were 
producing 
…’
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of our city and its 
gruesome history (by 
a creepy undertaker!) 
and enjoy a Pizza Hut 
buffet lunch. All this is 
funded by curriculum 
money and there is no 
cost to the pupils.

But what of the 
‘reading’ aspect, you 
may wonder? Isn’t 
this just about rather 
expensive rewards and 
treats? Well, through 
the careful selection of texts, an enthusiastic 
approach, and using the online forum for 
feedback (so pupils don’t see it as ‘extra school 
work’), the results are inspiring. The initial 
‘carrot on a stick’ of the rewards trip and freebies 
soon become less important as pupils become 
engrossed in the different narratives. Pupils 
complete questionnaires at the beginning of the 
first session and then again at the end of the last 
and we compare responses to reading and reading 
habits – which always show a positive change. 
Reading Age testing also takes place and usually 
reveals good to excellent progress across the 
group. We also monitor the pupils’ library usage 
and book lending during and after the scheme – 
again with positive results. Feedback from the 
pupils at the end of the scheme shows that the 
most enjoyable aspect was not the rewards trip 
but actually reading the stories. Such is the buzz 
surrounding the club that we are now forced 
to lock the library doors during the sessions to 
stop gatecrashers, and get hounded by Read Up! 
members the following year asking whether they 
can attend all over again! 

I don’t think that any one strategy will really 
‘crack’ the problem of boys’ literacy and reading 
completely, but I am pleased with what we have 
achieved and feel encouraged and inspired to 
continue the campaign to forge generations 
of more active, voracious readers. With recent 
research revealing that one in six children don’t 
read a single book in a month and with text 
messages now the most popular thing for children 
to read outside class, our recent strategies, whilst 
not ground-breaking, are important moves in the 
right direction. n

Esmonde Banks
AST English and Media Studies, Queensbridge Visual 
and Performing Arts College

These data-focused results were, of course, very 
pleasing, but far more encouraging for us were 
the less ‘measurable’ outcomes: the genuine 
enjoyment of the novels; a real, palpable sense of 
engagement with the stories and their characters. 
Such was the love for Ghost Game that many 
pupils wanted to start reading it all over again as 
soon as we’d finished it and their only ‘complaint’ 
or criticism of the novel was that it should have 
been longer! The last chapter had members of 
the class in tears – with rough, tough, ‘too cool 
for school’ types enthusiastically discussing 
characters and events as if the novel and its 
protagonists were real. Our library staff also 
reported pupils searching for more titles by the 
same authors and asking about possible sequels!

Alongside our class work I run a reading scheme 
called ‘Read Up!’ with our library resource 
manager and librarian. This is driven by the same 
principles and ethos as our work with reluctant 
readers in the classroom – focusing on praise 
and reward, always promoting reading as a 
pleasurable activity in its own right. The ‘Read 
Up!’ sessions take place one evening after school 
during the summer term. Targeted pupils (low 
reading age, reluctant readers, often boys with 
social/ behavioural issues) are invited to attend 
via a bright, lively flyer and parents are informed 
through a letter home. Parents are also invited 
to the first session – although we have found it 
difficult to get many to attend, often due to their 
own literacy fears and perceived inadequacies. 
The pupils receive VIP treatment – drinks and 
snacks, loads of freebies (books, book marks, 
stationery, posters, gadgets) and are introduced 
to the club. They are asked to attend each week, 
where we read a book or story, discuss it, and 
post comments on a forum set up through our 
school’s VLE whilst enjoying some refreshments 
and snacks. We often use Barrington Stoke 
novels which are perfect for reluctant boy 
readers with a low reading age and boredom 
threshold, along with some Anthony Horowitz 
short horror stories and a gem of a short story 
by Bruce Holland Rogers called ‘Little Brother 
TM’ (see http://www.shortshortshort.com/
sample_stories.htm). The club takes place in 
our school library; the space most conducive 
to reading pleasure. Pupils must attend every 
session (unless genuinely absent from school on 
that day) and must ensure their good behaviour 
in lessons (tracked via our ‘lesson score’ system 
through eportal) is excellent. They must also post 
a thoughtful comment on the forum each session, 
based on a thread we start each week (usually a 
question on the text we are about to read). If they 
achieve this, they are taken out on a trip during 
the last week of term where they receive a £5 
Waterstones gift card and have time to browse 
the store and choose a book, have a guided tour 

‘The last chapter 
had members of the 
class in tears…’

‘…we are now 
forced to lock the 
library doors during 
the sessions to stop 
gatecrashers…’
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The myth of the 
born reader
by Anna Paul

to their external environment, rather than any 
innate predisposition towards reading. I wanted 
to understand a lot more about how children 
read, when they read and how long for, and this 
interest fuelled my project. Of course, underlying 
it all was a passion which many English teachers 
share, a keen desire to equip their students with 
a love of reading for pleasure. I want my pupils 
to experience the wonder of the moment of 
revelation in a gripping plot, the fascination or 
revulsion that carefully crafted characters can 
inspire, the allure of a fictional world – and most 
of all, I want them to want to experience this by 
themselves, once they have left school.4

The importance of encouraging children to read 
for pleasure is widely documented. However, 
although we have established a belief in the 
importance of reading within our education 
system, there is still plenty of room for more 
detailed consideration of how children become 
avid readers. There are many myths that 
surround the idea of reading for pleasure; the 
central one that I sought to challenge through 
a recent research project that I undertook 
was the idea that some children are born as 
naturally keen readers, whereas others are not. 
This is simply not true. There are many factors 
which contribute to whether a child becomes 
a keen reader, but they are nearly all related 
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The response from the pupils to hearing about 
fiction books from other teachers was quite 
extraordinary. There was a frisson of excitement 
as soon as I announced the project, but the 
greatest level of interest was directed towards 
teachers of subjects which have little affinity with 
English, such as Geography and Maths. I was 
struck by the genuine surprise and curiosity that 
the students displayed when they realised that 
many of their teachers read fiction for pleasure. 
The project enabled them to see that reading is 
a natural part of many people’s lives – this was 
of particular importance for the pupils who come 
from backgrounds where they never see an adult 
reading fiction and do not have access to books 
at home.

The pupils were captivated by the presentations, 
brief as they were, lasting a maximum of ten 
minutes. The most striking moment of the project 
was the students’ response to the Maths teacher. 
His opening gambit made my heart sink – ‘I have 
always found it hard to enjoy reading’ – but he 
then started to talk about how much he had 
enjoyed The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy 
when he was their age. He explained why he 
really enjoyed drama and action within a literary 
plot, and for some of the students in the class 
his description of how he had found a way into 
reading was extremely liberating – they started 
to engage with the idea that you need to develop 
your own taste in literature and be explorative in 
order to find what you like. Several of the students 
who struggled with enjoying reading, particularly 
the students with strong interests in Maths and 
Science, read the book he recommended and felt 
this was a real breakthrough for them. 

The other element of the project which I felt was 
most successful was getting the pupils to keep 
a diary of their reading habits. Although this is 
a very simple idea, it had a big impact on the 
students because it drew attention to the idea that 
making time for reading is something that has to 
be cultivated within your life. The class talked 
with real interest and enthusiasm in groups about 
where and when they did their reading. They 
were fascinated to learn that some people read in 
the bath, or only in the mornings, and impressed 
to learn that some people could concentrate 

‘They were 
fascinated to learn 
that some people 
read in the bath, 
or only in the 
mornings…’

My enquiry question, undertaken as part of a 
professional development course at the University 
of Cambridge, centred around the promotion 
of reading amongst Year 7 students. I was very 
interested in finding out more about the extent the 
English department in a secondary school should 
be held solely responsible for promoting reading, 
or whether all departments should perceive 
themselves as having a role in encouraging a 
love of literature. I also wanted to find out a lot 
more about the practical difficulties children face 
when trying to make time for reading in their 
lives, because pragmatic obstacles, such as not 
having access to books at home or not having 
a quiet space at home in which to read, play a 
very significant role in whether or not a child will 
develop a love of reading.

My interest in this area was inspired even further 
by the research that I did in preparation for the 
project. Of particular interest was an article 
entitled ‘The Production of Readers’, written 
by Alastair West and published in 1986. This 
article summed up the findings of research into 
independent reading which was carried out in 
three mixed comprehensive schools. Two lines 
from the article summed up for me the reasons 
why schools need to have a sophisticated 
understanding of how they are going to promote 
reading. West observes that, ‘…learning to read 
involves learning to behave like a reader’ and goes 
on to comment that, ‘Readers are made, not born, 
and they are made or unmade largely at school.’ 
These two sentences highlight something which 
I really liked about this research – the emphasis 
on the fact that students need to be taught not 
just how to read, but how to cultivate room for 
reading in their lives. These two elements are very 
distinct from each other and my research aimed 
to show that schools must not lose sight of these 
two very separate strands when considering how 
to promote reading.

The teaching sequence for my research enquiry, 
directed at a Year 7 class, involved starting the 
project with a questionnaire which focused on 
assessing their reading habits. This was followed 
by a key part of the project, which was bringing 
a range of teachers from different departments 
into the classroom to talk about books that they 
loved to read. This was complemented by the 
students recommending books to each other, 
choosing one to read and then keeping a diary 
of their reading experiences – when they read, 
where they read etc. The project culminated with 
another questionnaire to assess the impact of the 
project on their attitude to reading.

‘ West observes 
that…“Readers are 
made, not born…” ’
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on reading for an hour or more. I felt that this 
discussion, and the activity of keeping the diary, 
created an aspirational attitude towards reading 
amongst the students – they wanted to find ways 
to do more. This was very much reflected in the 
fact that many of them said they would value 
being given specific time for reading at school 
– although interestingly, several of them also 
raised the point that being made to sit down to 
read every day would ruin their perception of the 
activity as an enjoyable hobby.

In recent years, insightful observations have been 
made about the dangers of applying commercial 
language to the context of education. There has 
been a trend towards education being spoken 
about as a commodity, something that is acquired 
in order to bring about a profitable return on an 
investment – in this case, the investment being 
the amount of time a person spends at school. 
An example of this commoditisation of education 
and its potentially damaging effects is seen in a 
phrase I have often heard from parents – ‘It is 
the school’s job to make my child enjoy reading.’ 
The use of the word ‘job’ is very revealing, 
suggesting that they see themselves as entirely 
detached from the process of encouraging their 
children to read, as is ‘make’ which suggests 
an inner belief that anyone who claims to enjoy 
reading must have been coerced into it in the first 
place. I am not suggesting by any means that all 
parents take this approach, but teachers need to 
fight against these attitudes when they do occur 
in order to make dialogue about reading a regular 
part of communication with parents. My research 
emphasised to me that a child benefits hugely 
from parental support with regard to cultivating 

room for reading within their lives – they need 
practical help from both parents and teachers 
simply to fit it in.

There is no doubt that the most significant 
finding for me from the project was the inspiring 
effect of involving teachers from other subjects in 
promoting reading. I feel that this finding could 
have a long-term effect on the way reading is 
encouraged in my school, and it will encourage 
the idea that the promotion of reading is a whole 
school responsibility. In any school there will be 
expertise on reading for pleasure which extends 
across multiple departments; my research has 
shown that it could be very liberating for schools 
to unlock this expertise by encouraging dialogue 
about reading between students of all ages and 
teachers of all subjects. n

Anna Paul
Head of English, The John Lyon School

‘His 
opening 
gambit 
made 
my heart 
sink…’

‘In any school there 
will be expertise on 
reading for pleasure 
which extends 
across multiple 
departments…’
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‘Before 
you read 
on, take 
your mind 
back…’

The librarian strikes back!
How your school library makes impact on learning

by Nikki Heath and Kevin Sheehan

Before you read on, take your mind back to your 
first memories of libraries. Did those memories 
encourage your reading and use of the library 
or did you never step in one again? More 
importantly, when you started secondary school, 
did you ever go into your library through choice, 
and if so what opinions did you form as a result? 
Did those opinions affect the kind of teacher that 
you are now? 

Together, we will explore the variety of positive 
experiences that your school librarian can offer 
the school community, if you are fortunate 
enough to have one. Whilst we had contrasting 
experiences of school libraries and librarians 
as children, we are both dedicated (and award 
winning!) librarians who collaborate with each 
other enthusiastically. Our different approaches 
to our roles are a true reflection of our own library 
experiences. However, both of us are determined 
to break down traditional stereotypes and give 

positive reading and learning experiences to our 
students, no matter what their ability and attitude. 
Libraries should be fun, vibrant spaces where 
students can feel safe, confident and relaxed, able 
to share reading experiences without prejudice 
from others, whether staff or students. In order  
to support student learning and literacy, the 
library and the librarian’s role needs to be 
integrated fully into the school community. Every 
library resource, lesson, conversation, activity 
and collaboration has the focus of supporting 
student attainment.

Safety
If you walk into your school library during 
September, the beginning of a new school term, 
scan the room and you will be aware that much 
of the noise and activity descends from a large 
number of new Year 7 students. Through our own 
observations, it is clear that the new intake will 
view and use the library as a place of safety and 
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sanctuary during part or maybe the duration of 
their school life. Although your librarian may not 
be fully recognized within the pastoral framework 
of your school, our role does incorporate social 
and moral support to students throughout the 
whole school day. An example of this support can 
be seen during the extended school day where 
your librarian manages and delivers activities that 
help students to develop skills and behaviour, to 
instil confidence which will benefit their time in 
education and when they enter the workplace. 
Activities extend further than homework and 
study support, with many school libraries using 
non-orthodox methods to promote student well-
being. For example, some librarians around the 
country are running film clubs and Lego clubs 
to help students form friendships and engage in 
school life. Creating Lego constructions can be 
fun and exciting but, furthermore, the benefit 
and impact of play should not be underestimated. 
With universal appeal computer gaming has 
also become a feature in libraries over recent 
years. Social gaming is not just about healthy 
competition, it can also help students gain social 
skills, learn how to take turns and the need to help 
others. In short the role of your school library is 
about addressing the ‘whole child’, providing an 
environment and a range of activities to support 
students’ well-being, honing healthy minds which 
will engage in learning within the classroom.

Confidence
All schools aim to ensure that their students 
leave with great exam results and lifelong skills. 
Library lessons, one-off activities, attending 
departmental meetings, curriculum mapping, 
providing and highlighting useful resources and 
liaising with staff to promote good practice are 
all part of a librarian’s remit and contribute to 
those students’ skills. Many English departments 
base regular lessons in the library so that 
students can learn research skills and read for 
pleasure. In other schools, the library is used 
by multiple departments and librarians may 
go out into lessons to teach and support staff. 
At Werneth School (in Stockport, Cheshire), 
students have fortnightly English lessons based 
in the library. These are split into two blocks, 
or have alternating focuses. The first focus is 
on research skills, presented in ways which are 
fun, interactive and designed so that students 
will be confident researching for any subject, 
using a variety of resources. It is important that 
the students know that most libraries organise 
resources similarly but that even when systems 
are different, the same information-seeking tools 
can be used. Once this is understood, students 
should be more confident when they use other 
libraries later in their learning life and will be 
comfortable approaching the librarian for help. 

The second focus is reading for pleasure. If you 
‘dislike’ reading for whatever reason, the thought 
of going to a library to read is akin to torture! 
However, with two members of staff working 
together, both the librarian and the English 

teacher should have time to chat informally with 
students so that they can point them towards the 
resources that should suit them. Taking time to 
get to know the student better allows them to get 
to know you a little, too. Once the student is more 
relaxed and sees their librarian as approachable, 
they are more likely to come back if they aren’t 
enjoying their choices and ask for alternatives.

Creativity
The most common perception held by teachers 
is that a librarian’s role evolves around reading 
and literacy and in fact it could be argued that the 
librarian should be seen as the ‘reading specialist’ 

within your school, the expert in assessing and 
matching books to students. However, in order 
for librarians to carry out this role effectively 
they must evolve into ‘marketing specialists’, 
finding innovative and creative methods in which 
to promote reading for pleasure. At Offerton 
School (also in Stockport, Cheshire) ‘back-door’ 
methods are regularly employed by the librarian 
to help cultivate a reading culture. Past weekly 
events have included a ‘Where’s Wally Week’, 
‘Doctor Who Week’ and even a ‘WAG’s Week’ 
which has helped target particular student user 
groups to take up reading. More recently a ‘Roald 
Dahl Week’ has proved beneficial in enticing Year 
7 and 8 students into reading. Events included 
chocolate making, poetry sessions and a massive 
golden ticket hunt throughout the school. The 
events generated school-wide excitement and 
activities were linked to subjects across the 
curriculum.4 

‘…
librarians 
…must 
evolve into 
marketing 
specialists 
…’

Photographs show students 
at Offerton School and 
Werneth School, both 
in Cheshire
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Within school, it is much easier to work with staff 
to run activities which can be accessed by large 
numbers of students. Every summer, the librarian 
and the literacy co-ordinator at Werneth work 
together to create a whole school, sports based 
‘Challenge’. The Challenge booklet is distributed 
to every form and contains ten subject based 
tasks. It is advertised in assemblies, usually with 
a video of school reading and sport activities. The 
winning form can choose their prize and individual 
prizes are offered, too. The Challenge encourages 
form members to work together and includes the 
production of a detailed piece of work in a short 
space of time, using research, reading, writing, 
creative and, on some occasions, oracy. It is now 
a firmly established tradition and form groups are 
extremely competitive!

Whilst it is not always obvious, many initiatives 
which take place in libraries can contribute 
towards attainment in English. By breaking 
down stereotypical attitudes towards libraries 
and librarians, and offering a variety of activities 
before, during and after the school day, we give 
students additional opportunities to be happy, 
take pride in their learning and, ultimately, to 
achieve and even succeed beyond their perceived 
learning potential. n

Nikki Heath
(SLA School Librarian of the Year 2008) 

Kevin Sheehan
(SLA School Librarian of the Year 2010)

For further information about any of the projects 
mentioned above, please contact:

Kevin Sheehan: 
kevin.sheehan@offerton.stockport.sch.uk 

Nikki Heath: 
nicola.heath@wernethschool.com

The school library serves its community by 
enabling students and staff to be part of an 
experience that celebrates books, reading and 
storytelling, either on an individual or group 
basis. Ecclesfield School (in Sheffield) has gone 
one step further and has successfully created a 
literacy initiative which forges links within the 
wider reading community on a local and national 
level. The Stan Excelsior Award (http://www.
excelsioraward.co.uk/) aims to provide a 
gateway into the broader world of literature and 
arts by giving students a unique opportunity to 
be involved in activities which celebrate graphic 
novels and manga.

Collaboration
As you can see, collaboration is beneficial for 
both staff and students. It takes staff out of their 
comfort zones, forges new working friendships 
and leads to activities with more breadth and 
depth. 

Technology enables librarians and students to 
get involved in online writing tasks and gives 
more students the opportunity to shine. New 
students to Werneth, along with many others, 
take part in ‘The Write Path’ every October, 
adding paragraphs to stories which were started 
by children’s authors and poets, and continued 
by students worldwide. To join in, go to http://
writepath.ning.com/profile/WPCentral. 
Schools can contact each other through Skype, 
email and messaging before, during and after the 
event, allowing students to gain knowledge of 
school life and cultures around the world.

Collaboration with local libraries, schools library 
services, transition teams, other school librarians 
and teachers is second nature to all good 
librarians. Using online tools – like Storybird 
(http://storybrd.com/) Voicethread (http://
voicethread.com/) and Glogster (http://www.
glogster.com/) – allows them to promote reading 
and work with small groups of students to share 
ideas, stories and poems online in an educational 
environment.

‘…adding paragraphs to stories which were 
started by children’s authors and poets…’

‘Collaboration…is 
second nature…’
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Challenging the Pleasure Principle
The class reader and enjoyment in reading

There are more effective ways to teach reading than through the traditional route of the ‘one-size-fits-

all’ class reader, argues Geoff Dean.

‘Contemporary English teaching seems a strangely fragmented subject held together by a combination of individual practices

that have become habits and very visible institutionalised regulations. Alternative practices and methods of reading that do

exist are unlikely to be developed in a sustained or systematic way. Rather they are likely to be picked up and used in a

piecemeal fashion, absorbed into more traditional approaches:’

Nick Peim, The English & Media Magazine, No 41 Spring 20

Aseemingly important revelation during the ‘news-

dry’ period of the summer of 2005  was that

‘Posh’ Spice, or Mrs David Beckham, has never

read a book! She has, apparently, played a small part in

writing a book about herself, but never actually read one.

Press reaction ranged from the aghast to the more

moderately understanding, but, luckily, not one single

commentator railed against her English teachers for so

deplorably letting down this erstwhile student by failing

to switch her on to books whilst she was still at school.

It usually takes something as inconsequential as this

revelation to rouse passionate discussion about whether

our students currently in schools read: a) sufficient

numbers of books, b) books of the ‘right’ sort’, c) as

often as children in former times or d) as well as

children used to do.

Yet, hiding amongst these silly public arguments is a

potentially much more serious deliberation which English

teachers ought to be increasingly addressing, but is raised

too infrequently. This discussion is about what should

constitute the main sorts of focus of the teaching of

reading in secondary English classrooms. 

The pleasure principle

One of the established cornerstones of a non-directed,

but almost universally accepted, reading curriculum has

been the widespread continued adoption of the single

class reader. The main justification for the inclusion of

this device is, usually, stated in terms of furthering

students’ ‘enjoyment of reading’. But, across the country,

this claim is unlikely ever to be put to any sort of

searching monitoring test, and the practice is too rarely

questioned, or even recognised as a possible problem. As

the ‘class reader lesson’ can occupy up to a third of the

total time dedicated to all English studies in many

schools, it really does deserve to be scrutinised carefully

and its future rather more securely vindicated.

Disproportionate attention is given to trying to establish

‘pleasure’ for students in their reading, yet schools rarely

achieve this outcome, as Ofsted informs us that fewer

students now read for pleasure. The class reader may, in

fact, set back the reading development and progress of

huge numbers of young people. Indeed, contrary to the

well-intentioned goals of this particular ‘habit’ (see Peim

above), many may well have been dissuaded from

reading for some time after they leave school as a result.

In March 2005, David Bell, Her Majesty’s Chief

Inspector of Schools - an avid, catholic and informed

reader - celebrated the thirtieth anniversary of the

Bullock Report by addressing an invited audience on the

topic of ‘pleasure in reading’. He made a lively and

animated case for children to discover the delights of

reading as part of their school experience. He spoke as if

the right to enjoy or take pleasure in reading had

recently been withdrawn or eroded, and, somehow,

official ‘permission’ is required to restore them. The

audience was delighted with this ‘official’ public

endorsement of their own attitudes, but I felt slightly less

comfortable with what I regarded as the validation of a

potentially problematic position, although I sensed that

voicing a contrary opinion - without the necessary time

to explain fully my arguments - might be a most

unwelcome intrusion, to the point of open heresy. But

my disquiet about this topic has grown, and I welcome

the opportunity to offer a different perspective, intended

to stimulate further discussion and wider consideration

amongst English teachers in and beyond their

departments. 

I wish to emphasise, in passing, a clear personal

position from the outset. I too am a voracious and

devoted reader. My sentiments are entirely with Hester
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Lacey, recently writing in The Guardian:

If you love reading, which I happen to, life without

books is unthinkable…not having several on the go at

once would seem very odd; a long train journey would be

absolutely unbearable. (Lacey 2005)

Having experienced huge pleasures from reading through

my life, I want as many others as possible to also enjoy

the massive rewards this indescribably valuable activity

offers. 

Doing the class reader

Yet, I do not think that the aim of discovering pleasure in

reading will be achieved for most young people by

teachers pursuing a limited aim of attempting to make

the achievement of personal pleasure in reading the

major focus of teaching of reading programmes, as I see

in considerable numbers of English departments. This

programme is usually situated firmly in Key Stage 3, and

invariably involves the shared weekly reading of a novel.

Accompanying this reading will be a series of exercises,

ranging from the simplest of comprehension questions to

some very imaginative activities, with the intention of

enabling readers to demonstrate their understanding of

what has been read.

Happily, the frightful and often embarrassing

‘everybody reading around the class’ tradition of an

earlier period is now less evident, and these days

teachers usually take the responsibility of reading aloud

themselves. Yet, despite some broadening of the teaching

of reading programme brought about in a few schools as

a result of the creative instincts of a few teachers and

through recently introduced initiatives, such as ‘guided

reading’ as a result of the KS3 English Strategy, there is

still a prevailing sense of a ‘let’s get you settled down

with a good book’ attitude evident much of the time. In

a period when schools should be carefully reconsidering

what their full responsibilities might be in respect of

developing ‘reading’ more generally, as new textual

demands proliferate, this severe limitation needs to be

directly challenged. 

The defenders of the shared class novel position, and

there are many who fiercely argue for its continuance,

claim that this practice offers rich benefits to the

participating students. They point to the advantages of a

group of readers being bonded in a collaborative activity,

excited and stimulated together. They argue that

individuals have important opportunities to observe how

other readers react and respond to what is being read in

different ways from themselves. This shared experience

also allows teachers to bring the unknowing into contact

with novels they might not otherwise encounter, and to

taste important vicarious insights, where these might

have otherwise been missed.  At worst, they declaim,

through this operation they have ensured that all their

students have read a full text, when they would not have

managed such an achievement in other circumstances, as

if finishing a novel is itself a sort of badge of honour.

English teachers, who have usually been the beneficiaries

of a passionately shared literary background, will, not

unreasonably, have developed a devoted and dedicated

interest in the reading and study of novels, at whatever

price, and naturally regard this particular use of

timetabled time as intrinsically worthwhile. 

One size fits all?

A few teachers claim, with some justification, that a

shared class novel occasionally genuinely fires a whole

class and the experiences were golden for all concerned.

This situation has to happen sometimes, given the

numbers of times in which the class novel is taught, but

such an outcome usually remains a dream - and quite

realistically. To hope to emulate a similarly positive

experience with another class in the following, or

subsequent years, when the conditions, the atmosphere

and the participants change wholesale, is really too much

to expect. Yet it is usual to see the same support

activities being employed year on year, as a text becomes

part of the accepted canon of a department. It is also

possible to see the same sorts of activity taking place in

Year 9 class reader lessons, as were previously allocated

in Years 7 and 8, whatever the text, with no thought of

real progression. Some teachers have, of course, devised

many interesting and engaging enterprises to be
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Schools should be reconsidering their
responsibilities as new textual demands
proliferate.
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undertaken in concert with their selected texts, as Glenn

Mascord reminds us:

Whilst traditional ‘literary objectives are still leading the

study of the class novel, others on language, media and

drama are also being incorporated into the scheme of

work….Out of school reading clubs, the shadowing of

competitions such as the Carnegie, reviewing the school

library and various websites, even adapting the Richard

and Judy model…can supplement in-class reading.

(Mascord 2005)

but they are insufficiently widespread to breathe genuine

new life into the tired class reader tradition.

A truly significant problem in pursuing the ‘pleasure’

principle is that ‘pleasure’ is such a subjective notion.

Whose ‘pleasure’ is, in fact, being pursued? This idea of

‘pleasure’ has become institutionalised in a way which

weakens its claims. An observer searching most English

department book stores to see what is - or once was - on

offer to students will experience snapshots, across time,

of a collection of novels that have been regarded as

‘pleasurable’ in virtually all English schools. The shelves

will resemble archaeological strata. These days, almost

out of sight, on the top shelves, representing the 1960s

and 70s, the literary archaeologist will discover copies of

The Silver Sword sitting alongside The Red Pony. Further

down, from the 1970s and 80s, piles of Kes are adjacent

to The Machine Gunners. More recent diggings - at eye

level or below - will reveal different editions of Skellig

and Holes. All these titles, in their different periods, have

served as the answer to every English teacher’s dream:

the discovery of an accessible book, likely to engage

some interest and sustained study of the majority of

students in each Key Stage 3 class! The criteria for

purchasing them has been that these texts have been

discovered by English teachers, from review and word of

mouth,  to have been at least acceptable to most of the

students they have been presented to in classrooms, who

have mostly been prepared to read them through to the

end. 

The one and only novel

Satisfying all readers in a class with one single title,

however, is simply not possible. And why novels? Why

only books, come to that? Huge numbers of our students

derive immense pleasure these days outside school in

contact with a wealth of alternative textual materials. But

how and why those pleasures are experienced, and in

which contexts, are considerations wholly unlikely to

become material for shared exploration - even though

such topics have the potential to offer valid grounds of

reflection, as an important aspect of reading

development. So, it could be fairly claimed, this practice

of focusing intently on trying to achieve ‘pleasure in

reading’, which has evolved from the ‘personal growth’

attitudes once almost wholly prevalent amongst English

teachers, actually fails to bring about its main goal.

Disturbingly, the group most often experiencing the least

pleasure from this practice are those young people who

already read with immense pleasure, often and quite

independently, for

reasons usually

unrelated to what goes

on in school! 

A major shortcoming

of this manner of

reading has to do with

the inordinate attention

paid to the single

novel. When the central

aim of the reading

curriculum in most

secondary English

departments is to bring

about a generation of

students who ‘read

widely’, there is a

strange perversity in

the tackling of one

book at a time. This

fetishisation of the

single text distorts

badly the way many

students view reading,

who fail to gain a

developed sense of the

important context of a ‘community of texts’, in which

mature reading takes place. If students only know of the

single novel chosen and filtered for them to mediate their

awareness of what is truly available for selection in the

real world, it is not entirely surprising that they fail to

‘look around’, or become involved in exploring wider

backgrounds from which the text picked for them was

selected. 

Progression in reading

Concentration on the contents of the novel, and the

study of its plot, characters and setting have too often in

the past been the main areas of attention, although

recently students have been observed engaging more

often with linguistic concerns. From this limited focus it

has not always been possible to discern the central

matters of students’ learning of reading. In such

circumstances, the novel itself actually becomes the

central concern, or, even worse, the novel can frequently

be used merely as a springboard for other English-related

‘habits’, not always contributing to a better understanding
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The fetishisation of the single text distorts
the way many students view reading.
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of the text. As well as

selecting worthwhile

and significant texts

(an almost impossible

exercise, when ‘the

novel’ alone presents

so many likely

choices), teachers of

English should also

have very decided

ideas about what area

of reading learning

the particular selected

text can contribute to

with real

consequence. It is not

enough to claim that

Skellig or Holes are

interesting and

absorbing reads,

which they are. To

justify their study in

the first place, there

must be other

identifiably important

features about them, or texts like them selected for class

reading - making possible substantial subsequent broader

reading progress for the majority of the class. 

Intertextuality, genre, choice

In my book Teaching Reading in the Secondary School, I

suggested a way of challenging and changing this

practice by always reading and studying at least one

other novel (or other appropriate sort of text) alongside a

novel during class reading time. This suggestion was

prompted by the insights I had gained about less able

students being assisted in their reading if they had the

content of at least two texts to compare. More able

students, too, should be encouraged to use the ‘lead’

novel, as I termed the central text, as a starting point for

any manner of other arrangements of related texts.

Students might want to begin exploring the relationship

of the ‘lead text’ with a wide variety of other associated

materials: DVD films, video, poetry, posters, websites,

flyers or journalistic articles - fiction and non-fiction. The

range would depend entirely on the breadth of interest

and the ability of the researching student to access and

process a manageable supporting range of textual

materials.

A significant change likely to become much more

mainstream in the near future in all schools will be the

greater attention to the notion of personalisation in

learning. The consequence of this shift, will mean

students being required to take far more responsibility

than is currently expected for the direction, content,

manner and outcomes of their learning, and they will be

invited to set out their own various possible learning

pathways. Such a trend will not grow easily from a

tradition where little responsibility is given to the student;

currently they are not even allowed the most basic of

textual choices. Making thoughtful preparation for the

future in English must include consideration of how

students can be exposed to a genuinely broad

acquaintanceship with textual possibilities, on which their

own learning development can be based.   

Increased choice, however, is possible, and can lead to

a more sophisticated learning programme. An English

department I visited in Oxfordshire would decide on a

particular genre for study across each year. Three or four

different examples of texts representing the features of

that genre would be purchased, and students would

experience introductory lessons about each text. They

would then be allowed to choose the actual text they

wished to continue reading. Teachers would prepare

notes about the selected genre, to assist students in their

reading - which would take place in small groups of

those who made similar choices. The teachers would

share their time between offering lessons about the

characteristics of the genre (which students would then

seek, comment on and explore in their own examples)

and working intensively with each of the groups. This

arrangement, a patently more sophisticated development

of the ‘class reader’, had many advantages. Most pupils

actually read more than one of the available choices!

Learning about reading was more helpfully focused.

Teachers tended to be better at assessing the reading

skills of their pupils. Exploration of text was more

intensive, students being better aware of slight variations

in the ways texts shared certain features, but not

necessarily all. Students tended to come up more readily

with their own areas of study. 

Characteristics of a reader

I believe that the ostensible pursuit of pleasure as

described above is not the way to achieve that particular

end. There are possible alternative ways to arouse

students’ interest in reading through concentration on

more developed areas of study through which they are

just as likely to make strong connections with texts, and

continue their interactions more independently in the

future. For some time I have been trying to urge English

teachers to articulate carefully together in their

departments those features they believe constitute a

‘reader’. If they have a view about what a ‘reader’ might

be, they could then identify the vital ‘characteristics of

the reader’ they are trying to bring about. These

‘characteristics’ would apply to students of all ages, and

in all reading circumstances; they should be capable of

How can students be exposed to a
genuinely broad acquaintanceship with
textual possibilities?
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1. a reader knows that reading is a complex, intellectual endeavour,
requiring the reader to draw on a range of active meaning-making skills;

Mentally preparing for any sort
of reading

2. a reader deploys previous knowledge of other texts to enable the
effective meaning-making of the text being read;

Knowing all texts relate
intertextually

3. a reader is aware that texts are constructed for particular purposes, for
identifiable audiences and within recognisable text-types / genres;

Knowing what sort of text it is -
and who for

4. a reader can predict the ways texts are likely to work, and uses reading
to confirm or readjust those predictions, depending on; 

Predicting / knowing the way
texts work

5. a reader is critically active before becoming involved in the substantial
body of any text;

Preparing for a new text by
using all available clues

6. a reader is increasingly able to activate a repertoire of critical questions
in engagements with new and unfamiliar texts;

Getting better at asking more
about texts

7. a reader knows how to interact appropriately with a variety of text-types
/ genres for particular purposes;

Knowing that we read
differently for different
purposes

8. a reader is aware that an important way of demonstrating reading
progression is through raising more complex questions about the;

Getting better at asking
questions on re-reading

9. a reader is aware that learning to read is a life-long process; Learning to read NEVER stops

10. a reader is aware that other readers do not always read and make
meanings in the same ways;

Knowing we make our own
unique meanings

11. a reader can explain why a text might not satisfy the task to which it has
been put, or been rejected, unfinished;

Knowing how to choose

12. a reader knows that reading improves through monitoring and reflection
on own ability and progress.

Thinking about and reflecting
on reading

Qualities/characteristics of the reader

being taught and, therefore, assessed, and would offer a

framework of the main structure of a teaching reading

curriculum. 

The First Steps programme, developed in Western

Australia in the late 1980s (and, incidentally, a far more

powerful and relevant structure on which to improve

standards of literacy than any of the ersatz Literacy

‘Strategies’ English schools have been obliged to adopt)

offers a substantial model on which to identify sorts of

readers. This programme, based on the principles of

Vygotsky’s research into ‘scaffolding’, sees reading

development as a series of continua, within which

teachers assess elements of their students’ reading

development at different times to establish the levels of

progress being made, on which the next level of

challenge will be based. No two students will ever be at

identical developmental stages, but forward planning for

groups is still capable of being devised across a broad

range of ‘readerly characteristics’.

Some of the ‘characteristics of the reader’ I have been

exploring with teaching colleagues are listed below. They

are by no means the only areas of reading development

possible to adopt and take forward, but they offer a

platform of broader reading growth than some more

limited approaches. They also require knowledge and

probing of more than one text at a time. It is just not

possible, for instance, to gain some insight into the

implications of intertextuality without having considered

a number of texts. 

Working with the text

Another opportunity for learning in reading can be

opened up by assisting students to raise issues and

considerations at word, sentence and text level in their

textual engagements. Providing examples of what could

be explored at each of these levels, as a stimulus for

further independent question raising, offers the growing

reader the wherewithal to engage more closely with a

whole bank of textual aspects. The chart on the next

page illustrates simple samples at each level, although

they can grow in complexity and detail.

Students practising these, and related, questions

regularly - and gaining the confidence to ask their own -

will be making real progress as readers, more likely to

make their own relationships with texts because they

want to. 

Whatever means we adopt to try to illustrate what real

pleasure in reading is, we need to bear in mind the sort

of experiences explained by Philip Pullman, writing in
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Word level

- Are the words of this text familiar to me, or is there a proportion of difficult or
unknown words (and what do I do about that?)?

- Is the vocabulary consistent, or do changes occur at different times?
- Is it possible to establish an intended audience from the sorts of words being

used?
- Are words used in unusual ways?

Sentence level

- What is immediately noticeable about the layout/presentation of this text, and
what might I understand about this in relation to the meaning?

- What is the average sentence length? Do the sentence lengths vary? What might
this information point me to in the meaning of the text?

- Are most of the sentences statements? Are other sorts of sentences also used
regularly?   

Text level 

- Why have I been expected to engage with this text?
- Does this text remind of other texts I have encountered?
- Can I work out the purpose of this text?
- What sorts of clues allow me to make clear meaning from this text?

The Guardian Review of the features that make reading

so pleasurable:

Consider the nature of what happens when we read a

book - and I mean, of course, a work of literature,…. It

isn’t like a lecture: it’s like a conversation. There’s a back-

and-forthness about it. The book proposes, the reader

questions, the book responds, the reader considers. 

And we are active about the process….  We can skim or

we can read it slowly; we can read every word, or we can

skip long passages; we can read it in the order it presents

itself, or we can read it in any order we please; we can

look at the last page first, or decide to wait for it; we can

put the book down and… we can assent or we can

disagree. (Pullman 2004)

Enabling young and inexperienced readers, who have

never ‘got’ reading, in the terms described above, to be

assisted into discovering exactly what the true value of

that experience might be like - so they can go on,

attempting to repeat such events for themselves, is what

teachers should be really aiming for. But as delightful as

such highlights are in our lives, they must not be

confused with the steadily growing responsibility of

schools - and realism suggests it will be situated within

English lessons for the foreseeable future - to teach

reading in a mature and broad-ranging programme that

offers students a bigger sense of the very wide textual

world and how they can possibly connect much more

closely with a reasonable portion of it.
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In the last couple of decades comic books or graphic

novels have flowered into a serious literary and artistic

medium. Writers like Marjane Satrapi, Joe Sacco, Art

Spiegelman, Raymond Briggs, Shaun Tan and Dr Seuss, to

name but a few, have extended the range and power of

this medium at every level and for every kind of

readership. These modern graphic texts are capable of

taking us into virtual experiences of war, history, politics

and other distinctly non-childlike areas in the most

personal and profound ways whilst often retaining some

of the comedy, subversion and larger-than-lifeness of

their more ephemeral and often disregarded antecedents.

Although in many countries comics enrich the literature

curricula of schools, England has on the whole been

disdainful of them and needs to catch up.  The books I

want to discuss here have themes like diversity, identity,

ethnicity and displacement of one kind or another at their

heart, but they deserve to be included in school reading

for their challenging and exciting qualities not because

they will aid some multi-cultural orientation that we need

to add into the literary mix. The aim of this paper is to

introduce readers to some powerful and enjoyable texts

which also happen to tick, as it were, the multicultural

boxes. 

Journeys in fantasy, imagination and culture

Most graphic novelists have worked on newspapers and

magazines (Dr Seuss, Hergé) or have produced children’s

books and versions of fairy tales (Briggs, Spiegelman)

and have had some proximity to political and war

reportage. Their work reaches back both to ‘high’ art -

like Goya’s cartoons The Disasters of War or Hogarth’s

satires of city life, or even to the  picture/text

representation of the Bayeux tapestry - and to the more

lowly world of children’s comics. I like this mix as it

combines what appear to be opposite kinds of reading

experience and makes the question of readership

ambiguous. For example consider Shaun Tan’s comments

on Briggs’ The Snowman:

I could not help reading the silent snowman and small boy

as ‘temporary migrants’, discovering the ordinary miracles of

each other’s country in a modest, enchanting fashion. It also

confirmed the power of the silent narrative, not only in

removing the distraction of words, but slowing down the

reader so that they might meditate on each small object and

action, as well as reflect in many different ways on the story

as a whole.

(http://extranet.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/LLAE/viewpoint/)

If you combined a reading of Tan’s The Arrival (2006)

with Briggs’ The Snowman (1978) and The Man (1992)

and maybe added Satrapi’s Persepolis 2: The Story of a

Return (2006), you could conduct a literary journey of

migration and exile with readers of every age and reading

background, from Primary to HE and beyond. I’ve also

found in my own teaching of literature that sometimes

the texts that don’t seem to be ostensibly from ‘other’

cultures nevertheless can be powerful in addressing

aspects of intercultural understanding indirectly . That

first came home to me when I was teaching in Joan

Goody’s English department at Clissold Park School in

London in the 1960s. Joan found that children who had

come to Clissold as immigrants from the Caribbean were

very impressed that Britons had been slaves under the

Romans, which emerged from their reading of Rosemary

Sutcliff’s The Eagle of the Ninth. The Snowman and The

Arrival are not teaching readers directly about another

culture but yet explore the experience of migration

through fantasy and imagination.

Recently I discovered some old graphic novels from

German expressionist artists of the early 20C (Masereel

Modern graphic texts are capable of taking
us into virtual experiences of war, history,
politics in the most personal and profound
ways.
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1919; 1925;

Lynd

1929); they

too are

wordless

and often

involve a

journey,

like the

one in The

Arrival,

but this

time the

journey of

man

through

life. The

woodcut

plates are

exquisite

and

powerful

in these

books

which

could

never be

called comics but are nevertheless designated graphic

novels by their authors. (They are available in

inexpensive editions from Dover Press – see

bibliography).

I think Tan’s comment about the reading being slowed

down when there are no words applies to almost all

graphic texts and is

one of the reasons I

often include them

for study in my

literature classes in

HE. Slowing down

the reading is usually

the solution to

tackling the texts that

readers find difficult

to get into.  I have

found graphic novels

very helpful too in

producing a certain

reflexivity, where

students can become

aware of the

processes that

happen when they

read, because the

authors are so good

at showing the text’s

construction; they

often comment on

what they are doing

as they proceed. 

The Arrival

I’ll start with Tan’s The Arrival which  has been published

in the UK very recently. One of the more obvious

thoughts I had about it is that it would be a perfect text

for any child from age about 7 upwards who arrives in

school in the position of the migrant in the text –

unfamiliar with the host language, spoken and written,

not knowing how anything works, lost in a strange world

where everything and everybody is new and different.

On his website Tan is at pains to point out how

important it is to anchor the surrealist elements of the

text to the real - and there is enough of the real here for

the child, or adult, to recognize. Tan talks about his

influences – old photographs of migration to New York,

Doré engravings, Vittorio da Sica’s film Bicycle Thieves

(and, if you have a mind to, you can look for other

references) - but the real impact of his work is emotional

and aesthetic. The faded sepia tones of the drawings call

back to the distant past of old photographs and

mementos of ages gone by, mostly in Europe but in other

places too, as the migrant meets fellow newcomers and

hears their stories, and this distant past will be strange to

all pupils. They will constantly ask themselves ‘Where is

this? What is that? What’s that for? Who are they?’ – and,

for the invented hieroglyphics that stand in for letters and

numbers, ‘What does it say/mean?’ as they experience the

terrifying and exciting displacement that the new arrival

feels everywhere he goes. Even the sky and the sea are

inhabited by ghosts and shadows while buildings, familiar

on one page, become exotic, labyrinthine and evocative

of ‘other’ places on the next.

Objects from the past become so meaningful that they

have a magical life of their own. The migrant acquires

identity papers, finds a place to stay, looks for a job,

makes a friend – but has no language to do these things

with and no way of knowing how to proceed, where to

go, who will help. The double page sequences of 12+

frames per page slow down the most mundane of

activities, making them anxiety-laden, tense and

complicated for both the migrant and the reader. Shaun

Tan says he doesn’t like the kind of symbolism where

one thing stands for another, and in this respect the

surreal images of his text liberate the reader‘s imagination

to make of them what s/he will; those images will be

redolent of different things to each of us and I can

imagine a very exciting and interesting shared reading of

this book in a class or literature circle. 

Maus

Maus (Spiegelman 1987, 1992), like The Arrival, has a

theme that we can all recognise, the relationship between

parent and child. Up to a point this provides, especially

for young people, a universal way into the very particular

history that the book narrates, the story of Vladek, the

holocaust survivor who is Art Spiegelman’s father. What is

unfolded throughout is not, as Spiegelman puts it, just

‘another holocaust story’ but a representation of the

terrifying burden placed on the son by his father’s history
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which ‘bleeds’ into the book and into Art’s life. Vladek is

not a martyr or saint so much as a flawed human being,

made all the more so by the extremity of his suffering in

the past, and while this is often rendered through a bitter-

sweet irony (for instance Vladek’s casual racism about

African-American   people) there is a submerged story of

Art’s mother Anja whose suicide is a kind of undertow

throughout the story, pulling Art, Vladek and the reader

into some very dark places.

I think Maus is an excellent text for readers of 14+ if

what is wanted is a highly personal and detailed account

of the Nazi holocaust, and for that reason alone it needs

to be on the shelves of school libraries. But it is also a

superbly explicit text for showing, literally in the

graphics, how narratives work. In Maus we have two

narrators, Vladek and Art, and several time frames – the

time of Vladek’s life  before and during World War 2, the

time of Vladek reluctantly telling the story to Art in New

York in the 1970s, the time of Art’s writing his graphic

text,  and the time of our reading it. These chronologies

are represented in many ways – by the arrangement and

shaping of frames on the page, by visual ‘shifters’ (Meek

1984) such as the trains which traverse pages, and by

stylistic variations   like the comic which Spiegelman

places within the comic – Prisoner of the Dark Planet.

Variations in narrating voice – Vladek the elderly

storyteller, Art in conversation with Vladek, Art narrating

his inner reflections directly to the reader – and dramatic

changes in point of view, which of course can be visual

in a graphic text, make Maus an ideal text for exploring

the complexities of narrative construction. Scott

McCloud’s Understanding Comics (1993), itself a graphic

text, is very helpful in this respect for it draws on literary

theories that will be familiar to most teachers of English

and shows how comics achieve their effects. 

Spiegelman has talked about the difficulty of

composing the words for his books, where what he can

say and how he says it is constricted by the speech

bubble or the small spaces available outside the frames;

Comics are very condensed thought-structures. It has maybe

more to do with poetry than it has to do with narrative

prose.  

(Campbell 2004, pp12-14)

Not all the comic books I’m discussing here have the

effect of ‘condensed thought-structures’, particularly in

relation to the words – Joe Sacco’s verbal texts are often

very lengthy and read like a kind of personalised war

reportage, and the written text of Ho Che Anderson’s

King has many of the qualities of drama or film

soundtrack, conducted as it is entirely through talking

heads. The poetry that Spiegelman refers to I see as an

effect of the relationship between text and picture; the

more tightly bound together they are, the more densely

multi-layered are the possibilities for interpretation.

Leaving aside the wordless texts for the moment, I ought

to point out that graphic texts often make a very

challenging verbal read – there is no question of

dumbing-down (after

all the complete texts

of Shakespeare’s plays

are being published as

comic books). 

In The Shadow of
No Towers

While Maus is a

compact, thick book

crowded with black

and white frames on

every page,

Spiegelman’s In The

Shadow of No Towers

(2004), his book about

the attack on the twin

towers on 9/11, is

produced in vivid

colour as a very tall

book, which is read

vertically between  the

representations of the

ruined towers running

down the full length

of all the pages. This

framing device has the claustrophobic effect of bringing

us as readers very close to the experiences of that day, in

the sort of proximity to the towers, as they press in upon

us from the sides of the pages, that Spiegelman found

himself in at the time. In the very varied graphic styles on

each page we encounter the mice of Maus again, and

thus are invited to link

the two texts, which

certainly works in

terms of the sheer

terror of both

experiences. In The

Shadow of No Towers is

more than a personal

account of 9/11, for, as

in Maus, Spiegelman

uses the text to reflect

on his own art, linking

for us the old funny

comics of his American

childhood to the

political commentary

that he employs the

medium for in the 21st

century, and some of

these comics are

reproduced at the end

of the book. 

Incidentally Michael

Chabon’s novel The

Amazing Adventures of

Cavalier and Clay

(2001) gives an
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excellent fictional account of two young New York Jewish

immigrants’ contribution to the founding of the comic

book industry in America, a history that some young

readers would find fascinating in itself, and which can be

traced through a comics compendium such as

McSweeney’s Quarterly Concern Issue No 13 (2004), a rich

anthology of extracts from American comic book art.

Yossel

There are several other graphic texts about the holocaust,

among them Joe Kubert’s Yossel (2003), a story of the

Warsaw ghetto uprising. This book is quite a contrast to

Maus in that the pictures are pencil drawings and, if I

might be allowed to make such a questionable

distinction, at the ‘art’ rather than ‘comic’ end of the

spectrum. The sharp ironies and bitter humour of Maus

are missing and in their place are delicately sensitive and

melancholy renderings of horrific events.  Once you start

to read holocaust literature with students you begin to

learn how complicated a teaching enterprise it is, and

how they need more than one representation. Yossel

shows them Jewish people in the holocaust context as

resisters and fighters, not as helpless victims, and that

seems important. 

King

Ho Che Anderson’s King (2005) calls itself ‘a comic book

biography’ of Martin Luther King and would appear to be

largely documentary. But in fact this is fictionalised

biography where the narration is conducted entirely

through dialogue, usually argument of one kind or

another, much of which Anderson has had to invent – it’s

done very convincingly

nevertheless. It’s a long

book and a challenging

read but an older

student who was

motivated to find out

would learn a great

deal from it and I think

enjoy the striking and

powerful graphics.

These range from bold,

rather stark black and

white pictures, with

multiple frames, to

coloured whole-page 

collages of newsreel

and photographs, print

journalism, posters and

other documents of the

time with the speeches

of King or the talking-

heads dialogue

superimposed. The

effect is of modernist

artwork in the muted

blues and browns of

the cubist period of the first half of the twentieth century

when King was born.  

Documentary evidence of the historical reality also

appears in Maus where Spiegelman is careful to include

maps, plans of Auschwitz and the like, so that there can

be no mistaking the story for fiction. The striking angles

given in King to buildings, streets, cars, often see from

above, give the text a heightened sense of drama and

tension, not unlike that associated with superhero comics

– the effect is revolutionary, even apocalyptic. (Looking

down from above at a great scene or panorama is

something that comics can do that prose works can’t - in 

Maus, for example, the chaos of Auschwitz is seen in one

‘shot’ from above and Joe Sacco does something similar

with a refugee camp in the Gaza Strip in Palestine. Such

overhead views are important in bringing home to the

reader the sheer numbers of people involved. )  

In King there is great political detail in the dialogue –

arguments within King’s Civil Rights movement, outside it

with the Black Panthers and other militant black groups,

arguments among the politicians and the FBI, arguments

with and among the white supremacists. Though forty

years on this will make demands on young readers

nevertheless it is important for them to understand the

political battles as well as the physical and moral ones,

and that King had to do much, much more than marches

and speeches. One of the most impressive aspects of

King is the author’s achievement in representing the 

enormous variety of black faces and physiques in the

drawings; the racialized stereotypes that have disfigured

so many attempts to depict black people in the past have

no place in this text, which is quite striking given that this

is comic book art where simplifications, even stereotypes,
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are standard and to be expected. I think that competent

young readers, after some  brief introductory 

acquaintance with the main players – JFK, Lyndon

Johnson, Edgar Hoover, Ralph Abernathy, Jesse Jackson –

would acquire depth of understanding and take great

pleasure in this text. 

Persepolis

It has to be admitted that comic books traditionally are

gendered, with the majority male written and male

oriented. That is one of the reasons why I have found it 

difficult to get into superhero or sci-fi comic texts; they

are not for me. With the exception of The Arrival, the

books I have discussed so far are still fairly male

gendered, and some would argue that politics/war are

subjects that males are drawn to more than females. I’m

aware of the discussions about teenage boys’ need for

non-fiction texts and some of the comic books I’ve talked

about would seem worth offering to them. That said, I

don’t like the idea that comics (or any literary form)

belong exclusively to males and so was delighted to

discover Marjane Satrapi’s books a few years ago.  

As I write, Satrapi is at the centre of media attention 

because the film version of her first graphic novel,

Persepolis, is about to open in the UK. Satrapi has

produced three autobiographical books, Persepolis (2003),

Persepolis2 (2004) and Embroideries (2005). Persepolis,

happily, has had very wide exposure in the UK and I

know that it is one of the few graphic texts to have got

into secondary schools. The Iranian people have been

demonised in the British/Western media for many years

so Satrapi’s books are wonderful for showing the history

of her country from before the downfall of the Shah to

the rule of the Ayatollahs. Persepolis is a brilliant example

of a text which narrates this terrible and dramatic history

in a very personal and intimate way, through the eyes of

a young, rebellious and independently- minded

schoolgirl. While history rumbles in the background of

the story, and forces her exile in the end, Satrapi’s light

and often very funny narration shows Western readers

that there is much in common with any other world

culture and makes us think twice about stereotypes of

downtrodden Muslim girls. Persepolis2 continues the story

of her exile in Austria and her return to Iran. In this

book, East meets West and Satrapi takes her readers

through a dizzy experience of sex, drugs and rock and

roll which is enchanting in its humour and insouciance. 

However, my favourite of the three is Embroideries which

is set back in Teheran and which consists entirely of

women’s chat as Satrapi and her female family and

friends meet at coffee mornings and the like and talk

together, again in a very funny way, about all the things

that interest women – something that is fairly new in the

tradition of comic books, and which is just as subversive

of any strange preconceptions that readers might have of

women’s lives in Muslim societies or, in some ways, any

society. For me the closest classic works to which I can

compare Embroideries 2 would be any fiction by Jane

Austen, not because Austen gives us the sheer defiance

and open rebelliousness of Satrapi’s women  (though

defiance and rebellion are there in Jane Austen) but

because both authors give value to the way that women

discuss the domestic, relationship and social issues of
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From PERSEPOLIS 2 by Marjane Satrapi, published by Jonathan Cape.
Reprinted by permission of The Random House Group Ltd
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their lives. Satrapi’s

experiences do not

represent the Iranian

‘norm’ for women, nor

does she claim that

they do, but they are

highly individual and

work not as the ‘voice’

of Iranian women but

as a life story which

has universal

resonance.  

Palestine

There are many, many

other graphic novels,

biographies and works

of non-fiction that I

lack the scope to

discuss at any length in

a short article. But I’d

like to close by

mentioning a few that

readers might find both

enjoyable and

enlightening. I haven’t said much about Joe Sacco’s work

here, mainly because it is probably too politically adult to

work in school for pupils below the sixth form stage, but

I often find that my male students have read some of his

books before they arrive on our courses.

Sacco is mainly known for Palestine (2003). His usual

mode of representing political and war situations in his

books is to place

himself inside the text,

as a kind of in-depth

war reporter at the

location in which the

book is set. In this role

he dominates the text,

the narrating voice

pictured at the edge of

the page showing us

who he meets,

commenting, reflecting,

musing in an entirely

personal way. The texts

are very dense and like

King there is a lot to

read – in fact whole

sections of his text can

sometimes become an

essay with pictures.

This is not a negative

criticism because he is

careful to give detailed

accounts of the politics

of the situation he finds

himself writing about

and readers need to

have that knowledge, but it is certainly not for the faint-

hearted. Sacco’s graphics are black and white and very

impressive, particularly with faces and talking heads,

while he can also show us in the most detailed way what

conditions in Gaza or Ramullah are actually like. His take

on the situations he describes is full of irony and wry

humour and, while the books are dense with the

complexities of modern politics and power struggles, they

are also highly entertaining. 

Several of his books are about the Balkan wars of the

1990s; I would recommend The Fixer (2003) partly

because the character of his fixer for his travels in Bosnia

is so extraordinary a character and entirely in keeping

with traditional comic book larger-than-lifeness, and

partly for the fascination of finding out just what is

involved for a foreign correspondent or journalist in a

war zone. Sacco’s books do deserve to be available to

young readers who have a feeling for world events, at

least in their school libraries. 

The Tin-Pot Foreign General

A more simple and direct exploration of war is given in

Raymond Briggs’ The Tin-Pot Foreign General and the

Old Iron Woman (1984). Here the topic is the

Falklands/Malvinas campaign of 1982. The Falklands,

Argentina and the UK are absent from the text, which

disguises the war as a very simple children’s folk-tale.

When the book first appeared, both my students and

local teachers, not wanting to stir up a political  hornet’s

nest, were very reluctant to read it in school because of

its gross depictions of a war-mongering Mrs Thatcher, the

eponymous old iron woman (Galtieri is depicted just as

obscenely). However it is doubtful whether children now

would know who the protagonists were and it could well

take its place as a powerful anti-war satire.  

The most striking thing about this graphic text is the

sudden and dramatic change of tone and mood, reflected

in totally contrasting artwork, that happens halfway

through the story.  While the war-mongers are painted in

lurid, savage colours which explode all over the page in

the first half of the book, the dead and injured in the

second half are drawn in ghostly grey charcoal, as though

their bodies were in the process of incineration. After the

clashing cacophony of colour in the opening pages a

silence settles on the text. This is always quite shocking

to my students who tend to become silent too.

Difference, being an outsider or a visitor or a member of

a powerless class, is a theme of all Raymond Briggs’

work, though his books are far from crusading in any

way and he may not immediately spring to mind as an

author  of multi-cultural  comics. His books, perhaps with

the exception of When The Wind Blows (1982), are first of

all for the pleasure of his readers.

Let them read comics

These reflections are far from complete and there are

many other graphic texts and comic books I could talk

about. These works are no longer confined to specialist 
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outlets, but are increasingly available in all the major

bookshops. They are regularly reviewed in the press and

in the literary journals and, above all, there is a host of

information about them on line.  Many of the books are

produced as artefacts of great originality, even beauty.

Kids in school deserve the chance to explore them and so

do their teachers.
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Reading Teachers/Teaching Readers 
Why Teachers Who Read Make Good Teachers of 
Reading 

Teresa Cremin argues that developing teachers’ own knowledge and experience in reading is vital for 
developing children as readers, and increases everyone’s pleasure  - teachers and children.

Questions of Reading

Let’s start with some questions to ponder …

As a teacher how much time, effort and energy do you try 

to set aside for your own reading? 

How many books and other texts do you have on the go at 

the moment? 

How big is the pile of reference texts, literature, magazines 

and newspapers next to your bed or stashed beside the 

sofa? 

How long have they been there? 

How many websites have you added to your favourites in 

the last month? 

Whose blogs are you reading currently and who are you 

following on Twitter?

How many books for young people have you read recently?

Who are your favourite new authors and poets?

Which of these many texts/writers have you recommended 

to and/or discussed with others so far this year?

Arguably, being a reader frames us as reading teachers 

and supports us as we seek to apprentice younger 

readers, model our own love of reading and create 

communities of readers within and beyond school. 

Furthermore, research indicates that successful literacy 

teachers in the primary phase are knowledgeable about 

children’s literature, prioritise the importance of meaning, 

and teach through whole texts (Block, Oakar and Hurt, 

2002) as their successful secondary colleagues no doubt 

do also. Yet such knowledge is frequently sidelined or 

taken for granted in governments’ lists of required teacher 

competencies. 

It has long been argued that English teachers enter the 

profession with an ardent love of literature, a deep desire 

to share their passion with others and a commitment to 

profi ling reading for pleasure (Peel, 2000). But does a 

new teacher with an English Literature degree have the 

most appropriate subject knowledge to support 21st 

century readers? (Hopper, 2005). As teachers do we know 

what the young people we teach are reading for pleasure 

beyond school? Do we continue to read widely, nurture 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

our commitment and refl ect upon our own preferences, 

habits and pleasures? Do we seek opportunities to 

capitalise upon the potential synergies between our own 

reading habits and satisfactions and those of the pupils? 

Are we developing as ‘Reading Teachers – teachers who 

read and readers who teach?’ (Commeyras et al, 2003).

In the current climate, with the potential loss of 

coursework, an impending new English Baccalaureate 

which fails to recognise English literature, a renewed 

emphasis on synthetic phonics and an absurd non-word 

reading test for 6 year olds, it would seem likely that 

professional attention might well be diverted elsewhere. 

Yet in order to motivate young readers, teachers surely 

need to balance literacy instruction and literary 

appreciation with reading for pleasure, demonstrating 

their own engagement and response as adult readers and 

enabling younger readers to share their likes and dislikes, 

thoughts and feelings in contexts which are not primarily 

standards-focused. 

This article seeks to 

challenge us all as 

professionals to refl ect 

upon our reading 

habits, preferences 

and practices and set 

ourselves new reading 

challenges; it also 

seeks to question 

whether we could do 

more to explore and 

possibly exploit our 

subject knowledge 

and the synergies 

between ourselves 

and young people as 

readers. It highlights 

concerns about our 

professional capacity 

to foster lifelong 

readers and argues 

that teachers’ 

knowledge of 
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literature for young people and their awareness of 

themselves as readers can make a marked difference to 

the kinds of practices, relationships and opportunities they 

make available in the classroom. The argument draws 

upon two phases of a United Kingdom Literacy 

Association (UKLA) project Teachers as Readers: Building 

Communities of Readers. Phase I (2006-7) involved a 

survey of 1200 teachers’ reading habits and their 

knowledge and use of children’s literature, whilst Phase II 

(2007-8), which sought to build on the issues arising from 

Phase I and to foster the development of Reading 

Teachers, comprised a research and development project 

with 43 teachers from 5 Local Authorities. Whilst focused 

in the primary phase, these studies are highly relevant to 

secondary English teachers; they were established in 

response to emerging evidence of a decline in young 

people’s (10-18 year olds) independent reading.

Decline in young people reading for 
pleasure?

International evidence suggests that children in England 

continue to read rather less independently and find rather 

less pleasure in reading than many of their peers in other 

countries (Twist, Schagen and Hodgson, 2003; 2007). In 

the 2006 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 

(PIRLS), reading attainment fell significantly in England 

and 42% of the 10-year-olds reported that they rarely read 

literature for pleasure, a figure more than a third higher 

than the international average. These results are largely in 

line with other studies such as the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) (OECD, 2002) 

which revealed that nearly 30% of English 15 year olds 

never or hardly ever read for pleasure; 19% felt it was a 

waste of time and 35% said they would only read if they 

were obliged to do so. This was despite high average 

scores in terms of attainment. In the recent PISA (OECD, 

2010) deterioration in enjoyment of reading was again 

shown to be a significant and growing cause for concern, 

both in England and internationally. 

Comparative research into children’s attitudes to reading 

at the onset of the National Literacy Strategy and in 2003 

also showed a decline in reading for pleasure (Sainsbury 

and Shagen, 2004). Although the majority of children still 

reported enjoying reading stories, their desire to do so 

markedly decreased across this period, e.g., the 

percentage of 10-11 year old boys who said they enjoyed 

reading declined from 70% in 1998 to 55% in 2003. In the 

National Literacy Trust’s (NLT) survey Young Children’s 

Reading Habits, more enthusiasm for reading was 

expressed, although secondary school pupils and boys 

were still more inclined to report negative attitudes than 

primary aged learners and girls (Clark and Foster, 2005). 

This reinforced the findings of the Nestle Family Monitor 

research (2003), which, in surveying over 900 11-18-year 

olds attending school in England and Wales, reported that 

girls read more books for pleasure and had more positive 

attitudes to reading than boys. This is a complex issue and 

likely to relate, amongst other factors, to conceptions of 

reading, choice in reading and the gap between self-

selected reading material and that validated by teachers in 

schools. Arguably, there is a growing gap between the 

texts affirmed as appropriate reading material by teachers 

and the range of texts accessed by young people in their 

homes and communities. 

Taken together these studies signal an urgent need for 

teachers and schools to engage students in texts that have 

salience for them, to pay more attention to their diverse 

textual preferences in the 21st century and to take 

responsibility for fostering a reading for pleasure 

pedagogy throughout primary and secondary education. 

Teachers surely also need to assert the power of narrative 

and poetry, share their pleasure in it, develop readers who 

can and do choose to read, and invite them to participate 

in reciprocal reading communities alongside their Reading 

Teachers.

Are teachers readers? 

The UKLA‘s Phase I survey was completed by 1200 

primary teachers in 11 LAs in England, as well a small 

sample of student teachers in 5 Initial Teacher Education 

institutions. Approximately half the teachers worked with 

5-7 year olds and half with 7-11 year olds. The LAs 

involved represented a spread of inner city, rural and 

urban areas reflecting a broad range of socio-economic 

status. The questionnaires were completed in the late 

autumn term 2006 at non-literacy related professional 

development courses; the majority of the teachers were 

not therefore literacy co-ordinators. (For more detailed 

reports of this research, see Cremin et al 2008a, b). 

The results indicated that 73 % of the teachers had read 

for pleasure during the last month and 20 % during the 

last three months, 3% had read for pleasure during the last 

6 months and 2 % over 6 months ago (see Figure 1). It 

would seem that these teachers at least choose to make 

time for their own reading and find pleasure in settling 

down with a book. In relation to their personal 

preferences, popular fiction, including women’s popular 

fiction, thrillers and crime novels, was the most frequent 

choice (40%). Autobiography and biography (14%) and 

other post 1980s novels (14%) were the next most popular 

categories, whilst 6.5% had recently read children’s fiction. 

The lowest recorded categories (2.5% and under) were 

for: newspapers and magazines; lifestyle/health; religious/

spiritual; academic; educational; practical/factual; travel; 

short stories; poetry; and plays.  

There was a different picture in relation to the most 

important book the teachers perceived they had ever read, 

as popular fiction was discounted in favour of religious, 

spiritual, allegorical and exemplary books. The Bible was 

mentioned 110 times but also many books with themes of 

morality and equity, including very recent as well as 20th 

century fiction and many classics, such as To Kill a 

Mockingbird, Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights, Birdsong, 

Pride and Prejudice and The Diary of Anne Frank. Most 

of these would have been studied in school, as would 

others such as Lord of the Flies and The Catcher in the Rye, 

which were also very popular. The responses overall 

included: religious/spiritual 17%, post 1980s novels 12%, 
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19th century and earlier classics 11%, children’s fiction 

11%, autobiography and biography 9%, 20th century 

American classics 9%, and 20th century European classics 

5.5%. Smaller percentages were recorded for: allegorical 

books (4.5%), lifestyle/health (3.5%). academic, 

educational and practical/factual books (just over 2%). 

Popular fiction, poetry, plays and travel all received less 

than 2%

In terms of favourite childhood reading, the 

overwhelming majority of teachers again recorded popular 

fiction. Blyton and Dahl were by far the most mentioned 

authors. 10% of favourite childhood books were 19th 

century classics such as Black Beauty (Anna Sewell), 

Heidi (Johanna Spyri), Little Women (Louisa M. Alcott) and 

What Katy Did (Susan Coolidge). Relatively high numbers 

were also recorded for 20th century classics such as The 

Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe (C.S. Lewis), The Hobbit 

(JRR Tolkein), Swallows and Amazons (Arthur Ransome) 

and Winnie the Pooh (A.A. Milne). 9% of the total was 

picture books, with The Very Hungry Caterpillar (Eric 

Carle) topping the list. Very few indeed (1.5%) noted 

poetry as their favourite childhood reading, although this 

may in part have been a function of the question which 

referred to a favourite ‘book’ as a child, triggering perhaps 

a memory of a narrative. Nonetheless, this response is in 

line with the limited mention of poetry in recent reading 

and is reinforced by the extremely limited knowledge of 

children’s poets known to these teachers (see below). 

In noting books they used in the classroom, there were 

strong connections between teachers’ favourite childhood 

reading and the texts they currently offered, both of 

which were predominantly popular fiction and, as will be 

seen, the range was limited. It is worth recalling that the 

teachers were not literacy co-ordinators, and, whilst their 

degree specialisms are not known, they all teach reading 

and are responsible for developing readers.

How knowledgeable are teachers of 
children’s literature?

The results indicate that when asked to name 6 ‘good’ 

children’s authors, 6 poets and 6 picture book authors, the 

1200 primary teachers in this survey offered a small 

number of authors, a smaller number of picture fiction 

creators and exceptionally few poets. The term ‘good’ was 

Figure 1. Teachers’ personal reading: responses to 
When did you last read for pleasure? 
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explained as referring to writers whose work the teachers 

had found both valuable and successful with young 

readers. 

Whilst 64% of the teachers named five or six authors, 

which is far higher than in the other two categories, the 

range was narrow:  

Roald Dahl (744 mentions) 

Michael Morpurgo (343) 

Jacqueline Wilson (323) 

JK Rowling (300) 

Anne Fine (252) 

Others who received above a hundred mentions were: 

Dick King Smith (172), Janet and Alan Ahlberg (169), Enid 

Blyton (161), Shirley Hughes (128), CS Lewis (122), Philip 

Pullman (117), Mick Inkpen (106) and Martin Waddell (100). 

The dominance of these writers places in shadow the 

myriad writers, such as Chris D’Lacey (1 mention only) 

Geraldine McCaughrean (10) Darren Shan (8) Jonathon 

Stroud (1) and Eva Ibbotson (1) whose work, more 

directed at older readers, deserves to be introduced to the 

young. In addition, it is surprising how few writers of 

novels for older readers are included in terms of range 

and diversity; for example, no mention was made of 

Morris Gleitzman or Marcus Sedgwick and only one 

record made each for Philip Reeve and William Nicholson. 

It could be argued that the teachers’ repertoires represent 

a primary canon of ‘significant’ children’s authors, most of 

whom are likely to be well known to parents as well as 

grandparents.

… children’s poetry?

In relation to poetry, the results also represent a cause 

for concern:  

58% named one, two or no poets

22% named no poets 

10% named 6 poets

The top five poets who all received over 100 mentions 

included:

Michael Rosen (452) 

Allan Ahlberg (207)

Roger  McGough (197)

Roald Dahl (165)

Spike Milligan (159)

Benjamin Zephaniah (131)

After these, three poets were mentioned more than fifty 

times: 

Edward Lear (85), Ted Hughes (58), A.A.Milne (57). 

The data for poetry indicate that the teachers in the 
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survey leant towards the more humorous or ‘light 

hearted’ poets (e.g., Rosen or Milligan) or towards the 

work of particular poets whose work may well be studied 

under the Primary National Strategy category of ‘classic 

poetry’ (e.g., Causley, Lear, Stephenson or Milne). In the 

sample of 1200, very few women poets were mentioned; 

the highest numbers were: 

Grace Nicholls (16), Christina Rossetti (11), Eleanor Farjeon 

(9), Judith Nicholls (8), Pam Ayres (5), Floella Benjamin (3), 

Sandy Brownjohn (3), Sharon Creech (3), Carol Ann Duffy (3), 

Jill Murphy (3), Jackie Kay (2), Valerie Bloom (2) and Wendy 

Cope (1). 

The apparent lack of knowledge of poets may indicate 

that teachers tend to select poetry for its capacity to teach 

about literary language rather than enjoying it for its own 

sake. Ofsted (2007), in tune with this research, also 

suggest that teachers, both primary and secondary, tend to 

rely upon a narrow range of poems, many of which they 

were taught in school.

… children’s picture books?

With regard to picture fiction, the data were equally 

challenging:

62% named two, one or no picture fiction creators

24% named none

10% named six

The highest number of mentions were for:

Quentin Blake (423)

Anthony Browne (175)

Alan Alhberg (146)

Shirley Hughes (123)

Mick Inkpen (121)

There were also 302 specifically named books whose 

authors were seemingly not known or were not able to be 

recalled by the teachers. These were very varied and 

included, for example, multiple mentions of A Piece of 

Cake (Jill Murphy), Pumpkin Soup (Helen Cooper), Can’t 

You Sleep Little Bear (Martin Waddell), Going on a Bear 

Hunt (Michael Rosen), and Owl Babies (Martin Waddell), 

which are all ‘big books’ as well as a number of titles of 

traditional tales. Other picture book creators who received 

over 50 mentions included: 

Eric Carle (81), Julia Donaldson (80), Martin Waddell (80), 

Nick Butterworth (78), Tony Ross (55) and Roald Dahl (51). 

Some of the picture-book makers were also named as 

‘authors’ in the first list and as poets in the second (e.g. 

Alhberg, Inkpen and Hughes).There were very few 

mentions of picture-book makers who offer complex 

visual texts for older readers. For example, there was 

negligible mention of the work of Gary Crew (4), Marcia 
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Williams (3), Philippe Dupasquier (2), Shaun Tan or Neil 

Gaiman (1 each) and no mention at all of David Wiesner 

or Colin Thompson.

The case for greater professional knowledge

It is clear that whilst the 1200 teachers in the survey are 

readers who gain personal pleasure and satisfaction from 

reading, professionally, their knowledge of children’s 

literature reflects considerable cause for concern. 

Furthermore, 87% of them reported relying upon their 

own repertoires to make decisions about books for use in 

the classroom. Yet they were heavily over-dependent 

upon ‘celebrity’ authors, such as Roald Dahl and J.K. 

Rowling at the expense of a wider range and were not 

really in a position to motivate readers through their own 

knowledge of children’s literature, indeed across the 

survey minimal knowledge of global literature was 

indicated. The study seemed to indicate that primary 

professionals may not know a sufficiently diverse range of 

writers to enable them to foster reader development and 

make informed recommendations to emerging readers 

with different needs and interests. This lack of 

professional knowledge and assurance with children’s 

literature was also compounded by evidence which 

suggested that the teachers were mainly using fiction and 

poetry as a resource for instructional purposes. They were 

reading aloud infrequently and tended to refer to using 

texts and extracts of texts mainly to mine for particular 

textual features and to emulate and imitate for the 

purpose of teaching writing.

All teachers in both primary and secondary surely need 

to be able to recommend books to individual learners, 

suggesting named authors and actual books which will 

excite their imaginations, foster their desire and enhance 

their pleasure in reading. It is argued that the choice of 

books and teachers’ mediation of them has a profound 

effect on ‘how [children] see themselves and who they 

want to be’ (McCarthey and Moje, 2002, p.237) and 

informed recommendations can enhance both progression 

and development. Lamentably, however, evidence 

suggests that few young people perceive that their 

teachers help them choose books, and in the primary 

years mothers are seen to play a key role in 

recommending texts and connecting children with 

books for personal reading (Maynard et al., 2007). Mothers 

however are likely to draw upon the same canon of well-

known authors, whose work is accessible, available and 

heavily promoted. Whether secondary teachers’ 

knowledge of contemporary authors and poets for young 

people is broader, deeper and more meaningfully used to 

support reading for pleasure within and beyond school is 

not known. Though specialists, they too are pressured by 

the demands of working in an accountability culture, and 

may also need to extend their repertoires. It may be that 

primary literacy co-ordinators and secondary teachers 

whilst positioned arguably as experts in the field also 

need to re-consider their practice and that of their school 

and department in relation to the reading for pleasure 

agenda.

The UKLA team perceived that primary teachers needed 

to expand their repertoires and that their knowledge 
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deserved broadening in other ways, to encompass both 

the knowledge that develops through being a reader, and 

the rich pedagogical content knowledge that can support 

the development of independent, reflective readers. So 

Phase II was conceived. 

Teachers as Readers: Building Communities of 
Readers 

The study was designed to enrich children’s reading for 

pleasure by widening teacher knowledge and pedagogic 

practice and extending home-school reading relationships. 

It also sought to broaden teachers’ personal knowledge 

and understanding of being a reader, since US research 

suggests that teachers’ personal and professional reading 

experiences can have a positive impact upon their 

pedagogy and influence children’s engagement as readers 

(Dreher, 2003). The year-long project (which was part 

funded by the Esme e Fairbairn Foundation, UKLA and 

the Local Authorities involved) was undertaken in Barking 

and Dagenham, Birmingham, Kent, Medway, and Suffolk. 

Each Local Authority co-coordinator worked within the 

project framework, held regular professional development 

sessions and attended national days in London with the 43 

teachers. The teachers each focused on three disaffected 

readers who could read but did not choose or wish to do 

so. (The structure and professional development activities 

utilised within this project are detailed in Cremin et al., 

2008c).

Developing teachers’ knowledge of literature

The questionnaire was again given to this group and 

largely similar results were obtained. The teachers were 

challenged to read outside their comfort zones and in the 

first term in particular extensive opportunities and 

significant time was afforded for them to read and discuss 

both adult and children’s texts. They set themselves targets 

and shared books, but required persistent support and 

encouragement. On the national days all the teachers 

discussed the salience of their adult books, but initially 

their talk about children’s books was dominated by 

professional discussions of the specific objectives which 

could be taught and the number of weeks which could be 

‘covered’ by using chosen texts. They were used to using 

children’s literature as a tool to teach literacy and little 

more. However, over the year this slowly shifted to focus 

more on content and meaning, on how particular books 

affected particular individuals and which texts offered 

significant levels of satisfaction and/or challenge. 

 The teachers’ increasing knowledge of children’s texts 

began to be shared in class; as a result, reciprocal 

recommendations occurred where children and teachers 

recommended texts to each other and then discussed 

them. This was not a practice evidenced at the start of the 

project, indeed reader-to-reader relationships (child-child 

or teacher-child) did not exist initially in these classrooms. 

However, for the vast majority of the teachers, their wider 

knowledge and passion for particular writers became a 

valuable and easily shared commodity, one upon which 

they came to depend. Over time and as part of the 

pedagogic shifts noted below, the teachers observed that 

children who were previously reluctant readers, both their 

focus children and others, become drawn in and wanted 

to read, alone and with friends and began to talk about 

texts.

The issue of what counts as reading altered significantly 

across the year. Initially the teachers mainly perceived the 

term reading to equate to the reading of book-bound 

fiction. As they reflected upon their own reading and 

began to find out more about the children’s preferences 

and everyday practices beyond the school, this changed. 

Their interest in and attitude to the children’s own reading 

material also became more positive across the year and 

they let the young readers lead them into new textual 

territories. This further broadened their repertoires and 

prompted them to widen the range of materials available. 

Over time this variously encompassed magazines and 

comics, graphic novels and catalogues, books, fiction and 

non-fiction, poetry, newspapers, junk mail, sports reports 

and various downloads. Is this the breadth found in most 

primary and secondary schools? If so, is it available to all 

the learners and validated by all the teaching staff? 

Shaping a reading for pleasure pedagogy

Initially, the teachers mostly viewed the teaching of 

reading as both instruction- and assessment-oriented and 

did not plan specifically to support children’s reading for 

pleasure. However, through reading more widely and 

talking enthusiastically about texts with colleagues, they 

began to consider the implicit messages about reading 

being conveyed, and with support came to re-value 

children’s books and other texts as a source of pleasure 

and enjoyment in their own right; they were no longer 

used solely as resources for delivering curriculum 

objectives.

The teachers’ increased subject knowledge, combined 

with personal reflection and support, created a more 

inclusive and effective pedagogy for reading for pleasure. 

This encompassed four particular practices and involved 

marked improvements in: reading environments, read-

aloud programmes, book talk and book recommendations, 

and the provision of quality time for independent reading. 

In many classes independent reading was newly instituted 

and encompassed choice and a wide range of texts, as 

well as the sharing of comics, magazines, and picture 

fiction. Informal, non-assessed discussions with the class, 

small groups and individuals about texts, authors, 

preferences, connections, responses and so forth became 

commonplace. In addition, it was observed that the 

children began to make time to talk to each other about 

their reading and more spontaneous child-initiated ‘insider 

text talk’ emerged around ‘texts in common’ which had 

been read aloud by their teachers or shared as texts 

between friends. Teachers realised that their own 

personally growing knowledge enabled them to join in 

the young people’s more open-ended discussions as 

genuine readers, some for the first time in their teaching 

careers. 
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Many teachers also reflected upon the growing 

enthusiasm for text talk amongst staff, administrators and 

parent helpers who became engaged in swapping texts, 

establishing staff book boxes and making 

recommendations. These reading networks did not go 

unnoticed by children, who in the interviews often 

referred to their teachers’ and others’ reading preferences 

and practices. To what extent secondary pupils perceive 

their teachers as readers and know their preferences is not 

known, but it would be an intriguing issue to investigate.

Becoming Reading Teachers

The project rekindled a love of reading for pleasure in the 

vast majority of the teachers, prompting them to reflect 

upon themselves as readers. For many this was a novel 

experience. However, whilst the majority appeared to 

enjoy considering their own reading histories, several 

expressed reservations about sharing something of their 

reading lives in class. They voiced the view that this was 

too personal, too time consuming and too open ended, 

and neither objective led nor required by the Strategy; 

they were not convinced it would pay dividends in terms 

of standards. Their responses reflected the tensions of 

being both an educator in an accountability culture and a 

personally enthusiastic reader. The challenges involved 

meant that only around 40% of the teachers explored the 

transformative potential of this personal/professional 

identity shift. Many conflated being a Reading Teacher 

with simply being an enthusiastic teacher of reading. 

However, those that positioned themselves more explicitly 

as fellow readers in the classroom, who talked about their 

practices, preferences, habits and histories and explored 

the dynamic between their own and the children’s 

reading, moved further along the Reading Teacher 

continuum. 

These teachers became more aware of their journeys as 

readers and began to share their insights, making their 

practices and strategy thinking more public. In addition, 

they became more aware of contexts conducive to 

reading, both social and environmental, and sought to re-

create such comfortable and informal contexts in school. 

Their increased awareness of themselves as readers 

clustered around four areas: texts, habits, strategies and 

emotional responses. Whilst seemingly a simple shift, the 

consequences of this re-positioning were significant; these 

professionals created more opportunities to develop the 

children’s meta-cognitive awareness of themselves as 

readers and created more overtly reciprocal reading 

communities in their classrooms, communities in which 

they took part as readers with a passion and a personal 

perspective. As one observed ‘I realise it’s about being a 

role model – I think about myself as a reader and I talk to 

the children – well, as a reader – about reading’ (Cremin 

et al.,2008b: 72). These teachers tended to profile reader 

agency and many explored Daniel Pennac’s (1992) ‘Rights 

of a Reader’, recognising that all readers should be 

allowed, for example, to choose their texts, to leave a 

book unfinished, to re-read favourites and to remain silent 

should they choose to about a book they’ve read.

In these and other more subtle ways, those teachers 

who came to re-conceptualise reading became potent role 

models, and as Reading Teachers made a marked impact 

on their reluctant readers’ development. The focus 

children’s more positive reading mindsets and the increase 

in voluntary reading at home and at school which was 

documented across the project, appeared to influence the 

young people’s attainment which rose significantly. For 

example, 27% made four or more sub-levels progress, and 

59% made at least three sub-levels progress, when two 

sub-levels progress is seen to be the expected norm 

across the year. Even the 5% who did not make significant 

progress in terms of attainment made other forms of 

progress, for example being more confident as readers 

and more positive and interested in reading. Whilst a 

number of other factors will have contributed to the 

children’s increased attainment, the teachers attributed the 

gains to the project’s impact, to their wider knowledge, 

changed pedagogic practice, personal sharing and the 

time and space made to profile reading for pleasure. 

As the OECD (2002) argues, the will influences the skill. 

In the case of the children in the classes of Reading 

Teachers, they were able to talk about their teachers’ 

reading interests and practices and were clearly offered 

alternative possibilities and positions in their classrooms. 

Furthermore, the difference documented in achievement, 

attainment and positive dispositions in these teachers’ 

classes was much more marked.

Conclusion: expanding our repertoires

As adult readers we may, for example, read the 

newspaper, discuss issues of interest in the news and 

popular culture with our family, search the net and travel 

books for advice about places to visit, read magazines and 

blogs connected to areas of interest and attend book clubs 

to debate and blether about life and texts with friends. We 

may also set up staff reading boxes, lunchtime book clubs 

and ‘raid the library’ events for other teachers, teaching 

assistants and support staff. In this way we may not only 

continue to expand our reading repertoires and give 

ourselves reading lessons, but may also continue to 

experience deep satisfaction in our diverse interactive 

reading lives. 

As teachers we are required to read and debate 

professional materials, new policy documents, course 

specifications, young people’s work and much more 

besides. Additionally, we can choose to keep up to date 

and challenge ourselves to read widely and regularly from 

the world of literature suitable for the age group with 

whom we work (rather than relying upon the tried, 

trusted or that which is already in the stock cupboard). 

Furthermore, we can seek to find out about young 

people’s reading preferences and practices and become 

better acquainted with their reading choices from beyond 

school. (This is the main focus of Phase III Building 

Communities: Researching Literacy Lives). We will then be 

in a better position to take part in and help create 

reciprocal reading communities in school. Hitchcock 

(2010:59), based on a study of engaged secondary phase 
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readers, observes that:  

Pupils need to feel that they are part of communities where 

the enjoyment of reading is valued, whatever form it takes, 

by talking more to their teachers, family, friends, whether 

face to face or online. Such talk can help them see the kind 

of reader they are and to make choices about the kind of 

reader they would like to become.  

If we also choose to adopt a Reading Teacher stance – 

as a teacher who reads and a reader who teaches – we 

may begin to share our reading lives with the young, 

remain attentive to the processes, practices and texts that 

make up our constantly changing experience of reading, 

and seek to explore the consequences of these for 

younger readers. Whilst avoiding a ‘do as I do’ frameset, 

we can model our pleasure in reading and capitalise upon 

connections between our own reading habits and those of 

the young people we teach, considering the consequences 

for classroom practice and positioning readers differently. 

An enhanced awareness and deep pleasure in reading 

can, this UKLA study suggests, nurture young readers 

who, like their teachers, are engaged, self-motivated and 

socially interactive readers. Whatever phase we teach – 

the choice is ours.
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Aidan Chambers was born into a working-class family in County 

Durham in 1934. Inspired by his English teacher, Jim Osborn, at 

Queen Elizabeth Grammar School, Darlington, and by reading 

Sons and Lovers, he became a passionate reader and writer, and 

– after 2 years’ military service in the navy – trained to be a 

teacher in London. From 1957 until 1960 he taught English and 

Drama at Westcliff High School in Southend. Then, in 1960, he 

became a novice in a modern Anglican monastic order in 

Stroud, Gloucestershire, whose members were dedicated to 

working with young people in the community; in this role he 

took a job the following year as English and drama teacher and 

librarian at Archway Secondary Modern School in Stroud.

Whilst at Archway, he wrote stories and plays for the children 

he taught, and began to have his work published; in his roles as 

teacher and school librarian, he also began to develop a wider 

interest in children’s and youth literature. Eventually, in 1967 he 

left the monastery and, in 1968, resigned his teaching job in 

order to focus on writing. In the same year, he married Nancy 

Lockwood, an American editor, with whom he still lives, and set 

up the publishing company Thimble Press to produce Signal, a 

magazine about children’s and youth literature, which ran until 

2003.

Between 1975 and 2005, he wrote the sequence of six young 

adult novels for which he is best known – Breaktime (1978), 

Dance on My Grave (1982), Now I Know (1987), The Toll Bridge 

(1992), Postcards from No Man’s Land (1999 – winner of the 

Carnegie Medal) and This is All: the Pillow Book of Cordelia Kenn (2005). During this time, he also wrote two children’s novels – 

Seal Secret (1980) and The Present Takers (1983), as well as a number of plays. Further, he published, with Thimble Press, a series of 

highly influential books about children, reading and education: Booktalk (1985), Reading Talk (2001) and, best known, The Reading 

Environment (1992) and Tell Me: Reading, Children and Talk (1993) - two books newly updated, revised, redesigned and published 

as one volume, Tell Me with The Reading Environment (2011).

Reading: ‘The Heart of English’
An Interview with Aidan Chambers

Novelist Aidan Chambers has championed the cause of literature for young people throughout his career, 
and last year received NATE’s annual award for lifetime services to English. Anne Fairhall, as interviewer, 
asked him to reflect on his writing for young people and his work as a commentator on the teaching of 
reading and on young people’s literature.

Writing for Young People

This extract from Anne’s interview with Aidan begins with his 

reflections on leaving teaching to become a writer, and his 

first steps towards writing for young adults at a time when 

there was little precedent for such writing.

AF: Did you hanker after going back into teaching?

AC: I enjoyed teaching immensely but I didn’t miss the 

bureaucracy. When I left, it was a huge risk because I got 

married at the same time, and I wasn’t publishing enough 

to keep us. I was doing a lot of journalism and editing 

‘Topliners’ for Macmillan at the time. It was a Macmillan 

Education paperback novel series, which I’d started 

because I was arguing publicly about the need for that 

Anne Fairhall is 
NATE’s Publications 
Manager.
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kind of book for the kids I was teaching. I was founding 

editor of the list and stayed with it for 12 years. In that 

time the commercial publishers saw there was a market – 

which they’d said there wasn’t when I was touting the 

idea – and started publishing that kind of book 

themselves, paying better royalties than I could get from 

Macmillan. So I knew that was the end of that.

It was then that I had an experience I’ve heard another 

writer talk about. Ivan Southall, the Australian writer, tells 

the same story about himself. He’d been producing a lot 

of Biggles-type books, as he had been a fl ying offi cer in 

the war himself. He got up one morning and couldn’t 

write another word of his next book. He realized he was 

totally bored by it; so he got worried and made himself 

write down the fi rst words that came into his head. That 

became the fi rst literary book he wrote – the fi rst of ‘his’ 

books, so to speak.

Exactly the same thing happened to me. I’d written 

plays, I’d written two books which were like Topliners but 

which Heinemann had published, I’d done a lot of 

anthologising – all for those kids like those I’d taught. But 

by this time I was seven years away from full-time 

teaching and I was no longer in contact with them. I got 

up one morning (it was 1975, a lovely summer), sat down 

to write a book I’d contracted – and couldn’t write a 

word. Total panic. I just could not do it. Eight days went 

by. In desperation I made myself sit in a chair I don’t 

normally sit in; I made myself take a pencil and pad – I’d 

normally typed – and write down the fi rst words that 

came into my head and go on until I told myself to stop 

(like an irate teacher!). I went on for an hour and twenty 

minutes (I wrote the times down). I was writing about two 

boys talking and I had no notion what they were talking 

about or why. So I stopped – and still nothing happened. 

After a few days I thought I’d better go on with it – and I 

started writing a scene in which the central character in 

the book was masturbating. And as I started writing it (it 

was expressionist – it was all there), I began to shake, felt 

very weak, thought ‘What on earth am I doing?’ When I’d 

fi nished it, I put the pencil down and thought I couldn’t 

go on with it, there must have something wrong with me.

I went downstairs. In those days Nancy was still 

working in the house. She looked at me and said, ‘What 

on earth is the matter with you? You look as white as a 

sheet!’ I said, ‘I’ve just written a scene I can’t believe I’ve 

written. There must be something the matter with me, I’ve 

got to stop.’ She looked at me; she knew I was doing 

something, but she didn’t know what – I wouldn’t tell her. 

She knew I was worried, that I was in trouble, but she 

didn’t know why. She said, ‘I think you’d better tell me 

what you’re doing’. And I said, ‘I’ve just written a scene, 

fully explicit, in which a boy masturbates.’ I expected her 

to be shocked and horrifi ed, but she said, ‘You will fi nish 

this book.’ And if she hadn’t said that, I would have 

As I started writing it, I began to shake, felt
very weak, thought ‘What on earth am I 
doing?’  When I’d finished it, I put the pencil 
down and thought I couldn’t go on with it, 
there must have been something wrong 
with me.  
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stopped. As it was it took me three months to work out 

what I thought was happening – what was going on 

between the boys. What the damned book was about! I 

thought I had it, and wrote what turned out to be the 

second third of the book before I realised I still didn’t 

know and stopped again. I was writing from beginning to 

end, as I always do, but I didn’t know what was going on; 

each time I thought I did then realised I didn’t, the book 

was doing something else.

After the last third, I understood exactly what was going 

on, and then rewrote the book twice more to get it right. 

And that’s always what happens – that’s exactly the 

pattern I still follow, even now. I said to Nancy, ‘No-one 

will publish this book. Not only does it have the 

masturbation, it also has a totally explicit sex scene 

between a boy and a girl’. Written in three different ways, 

you have to read the passage three times. No-one had 

ever published something like that for young readers. I 

fi nished it (Breaktime) in 1977.

I sent it to Heinemann, who published me, but they 

turned it down within two weeks. I remember the letter 

distinctly – it said, ‘We do not know what the boys are 

talking about.’ I was an editor myself and knew what that 

meant: it meant they needed to have a reason for turning 

the book down but didn’t want to give the real reason, 

which was the sex of course. And so I sent it to Bodley 

Head for two reasons: I admired their list tremendously 

and I knew the editors, Judy Taylor and Margaret Clark. 

Also, because of the arguments some of us had been 

putting forward, Bodley Head had started a separate part 

of their list called ‘New Adult Books’. So I sent it to them 

and 48 hours later – the only time this has ever happened 

to me – Judy Taylor rang me up and said, ‘We want to 

publish your book.’ And I thought, ‘My God … I know 

what they’re going to say… they’re going to say “If…” ’. 

Judy Taylor said that Margaret Clark would be in touch 

with me and she was, next day, having read the book (no 

publisher ever does this so quickly now) and said, ‘I’d like 

to meet you, come up and have dinner.’ On the way to 

Paddington I thought, ‘I know what she’s going to say, 

she’s going to say, “We’ll do it but we want you to take 

out the masturbation scene” ’. And I thought, ‘What am I 

going to say?’ I knew that if I agreed, I’d never respect 

myself again; I knew I’d have to say ‘No’.

Usually at meals with publishers you have to wait until 

coffee before you talk business. I was so nervous and in 

such a state by the time we got into the restaurant – which 

was very noisy – I thought, ‘I’m not waiting until coffee’, 

so we ordered and I said to Margaret, ‘I know what you’re 

going to say Margaret, and the answer’s No.’ She said, 

‘Oh! – What am I going to say?’ I said, ‘You’re going to say 

you’ll publish it if I take out the masturbation scene.’ She 

said, ‘No – I think that’s very good, I don’t want you to 

take it out. I have two things I want to ask you to do.’ I 

Because of the arguments some of us had 
been putting forward, Bodley Head had 
started a separate part of their list called 
‘New Adult Books’. So I sent it to them
and 48 hours later they said, ‘We want to 
publish your book.’
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said, ‘Oh what are they?’ She said, ‘Well in the 

masturbation scene it ends with the boy describing the 

smell – I want you to take that sentence out’. I said, ‘Why? 

If you’re not going to take the whole scene out, why take 

that one sentence out?’ She said, ‘It’s very odd, I don’t 

know why, but people react very oddly to indications of 

smell. If you leave it in, we’ll lose 50% of the sales.’ I said, 

‘What’s the other thing?’ She said, ‘The book begins,  

“ ‘Literature is crap,’ said Morgan.” ’ She said, ‘I want you 

to move it on to the second page’. I said, ‘That’s ridiculous 

– you want me to write a new opening so that I can move 

one line on to the second page! Why?’ She said, ‘Librarians 

[who were the main buyers of young people’s books then] 

are very interesting … they can’t read all the books, they 

haven’t got time. So what they do is look at the first page, 

they look at the back and flip through, and then if it’s OK 

they buy it. But if they see the word “crap” on the first 

page, we’ll lose 50% of sales. If we move it on to the 

second page, they either won’t mind or they won’t notice.’

So I did as she asked. The only thing I regret is taking 

the smell out – I should have kept it in. But at that time 

she was right. Margaret was an extraordinary editor, and 

you know what – she was tutored by Jim Osborn who 

taught me! We only discovered this when she read Dance 

On My Grave in which he’s actually named and there’s a 

portrait of him! When I sent her the book, she rang me up 

the and said, ‘Aidan, this teacher Jim Osborn, is that his 

real name?’ I said, ‘Yes, yes it is.’ She said, ’I was tutored 

by Jim Osborn in Darlington to get into Oxford – is it the 

same man?’ And it was, it was Jim. So that was 

extraordinary – we understood exactly how each other 

was thinking because of Jim – think of that. She was a 

wonderful editor.

AF: This was 1978? Since the turn of this century 

the media have made a big issue of ‘crossover 

fiction’ as though it were brand new – which it isn’t, 

of course.

AC: It’s a marketing invention. It doesn’t exist. There 

are no poetics to it. Leon Garfield, who also had a wide 

readership, used to try and get around whether it was a 

children’s book or not by reverting to what he said was 

the Victorian name – which was ‘family books’. So he 

tried to suggest that he didn’t write books only for 

children, but for families.

But what does interest me and I’m busy with now is the 

confusion that exists between what I call ‘youth novels’ 

and children’s books – as though they are part of the 

same thing but just happen to have different ages of 

readership. I don’t believe that. A lot has been written 

about what makes a children’s book a children’s book; 

but there has been no attempt to write the poetics of 

‘youth literature’, if such a thing exists. I think it does, 

perhaps more than in the sense of it being potential than 

actual. I think it is there. So I’m writing a book in which 

I’m trying to identify what the poetics of youth literature 

are. And I find it a fascinating topic because each of the 

six books which I’ve written as ‘youth novels’ could have 

been written as adult books – but they’re not. So what is it 

which makes them not ‘adult’ but something else? And 

they’re certainly not children’s books. I know what it is, so 

far as my own books are concerned; I want to try and 

articulate what I think it is and where I can find that in 

other novels. 

For instance, it seemed to me an obvious idea that there 

are books which were written by people when they were 

teenagers, and which have become classics. One of them 

is Francoise Sagan’s Bonjour Tristesse, which she wrote 

when she was 18. Even more interesting is Raymond 

Radiguet, the French writer who wrote The Devil in the 

Flesh when he was only 16 – classically famous in France, 

filmed several times; it’s an extraordinary book. The 

question is: Given that they were teenagers, can you 

identify elements that contribute to a poetics, and that are 

determined by the fact that the authors happened to be in 

their teens? And I decided the only way to answer that 

was by taking a novel which is thought to be totally of 

‘youth’ – the central character is a youth and the narration 

doesn’t stray outside that conception – and compare it 

with one of the novels written by a teenager. Of course 

Catcher in the Rye is the obvious example. Salinger was 

36 when he finished it. When you compare Sagan’s novel 

with Catcher, it’s absolutely fascinating what we find. 

Even more so with Radiguet. There are other examples – 

Mary Shelley was only 18 when she wrote Frankenstein. 

There are one or two others, including Anne Frank’s 

Diary – she was 13 to 15 when she wrote it.

So that’s occupying me a lot at the moment – it’s going 

to take me a long time to do it. 

Current Writing: ‘Flash Fiction’

In the next extract, Aidan talks about his recent interest in 

‘flash fiction’, and his shortly-to-be-published collection of 

short stories The Kissing Game.

AF: I think The Kissing Game is fairly unusual – a 

nicely shaped collection of flash fictions and short 

stories, specifically for a young adult readership 

and by a single author.

AC: Thinking of it as a teacher, one of the reasons I was 

interested in flash fictions – it’s a very modern form – is 

that it fits a Blackberry, an iPhone, and it fits an e-reader. 

A lot has been written about what makes a 
children’s book a children’s book; but there 
has been no attempt to write the poetics of
‘youth literature’, if such a thing exists.  

What does interest me is the confusion that 
exists between ‘youth novels’ and children’s 
books – as though they are part of the same 
thing but just happen to have different ages 
of readership. I don’t believe that. 
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A lot of contemporary authors – people like Italo Calvino 

– have been saying for ages that the novel, although it’s 

not dead, needs refreshment – it needs new energy. We’re 

producing this stuff, which – I’m sorry to say this – is very 

much encouraged by creative writing schools, masses of it 

coming out: and it’s as dead as a doornail. It’s all right, 

and lots of people read it, but it’s not where literature is 

any more. Flash fi ction is a very interesting form 

aesthetically. If I was teaching, it’s exactly what teenage 

kids write: all they need is some models. A friend said to 

me, ‘Have you noticed that teachers set kids stories to 

write, and give them the hardest form of all to write – the 

short story? And most of them don’t write a short story at 

all, they write the fi rst chapter of a novel: the short story is 

incredibly diffi cult.’ […]

The fl ash fi ction is a very odd form – it is and it is not a 

short story but it’s interesting because it’s a cell – it’s of 

itself and not just an episode of something else. It’s a 

miniature, and you can not only write it quickly but you 

can see it whole almost on the page which means you 

can design it better – you can see what you’ve done.

AF: It’s more akin to poetry in that way.

AC: Yes – what’s interesting is that fl ash fi ction crosses 

various boundaries. Many Americans have written about 

what they call the aesthetics of the form. They say it’s not 

a genre because you can have a memory, a piece of 

description, a piece of journalism, a report, a letter, you 

can have whatever you like, but it must be less than 1000 

words, roughly. And also it has to have a shape – it can’t 

just be the beginning or the ending of something else. I 

put together a collection of what are in essence fl ash 

fi ctions – all less than 1000 words – though the authors at 

the time, Hemingway, Kafka, for example, hadn’t thought 

of them like that. No educational publisher at that time 

would touch it – just couldn’t understand it.

AF: And yet teachers would love it for the same 

reason that many fi nd they love to teach poetry – 

because poetry is classroom-shaped. Did the concept 

of fl ash fi ctions arise through writing for the 

internet?

AC: No – it came out of American magazines in the last 

30 years or so. There are now hundreds of them on the 

Internet, free! – some are dreadful of course, but that’s 

true of all writing. My fi rst understanding of it came from 

a particular anthology, in which the stories were not 

called fl ash fi ctions; they were fi rst called ‘short shorts’ – 

2000-word stories. It was an anthology in which a number 

of the contributing writers explained what they thought 

they had done. Three anthologies like that were published 

in USA and then one called ‘fl ash fi ction’, in which the 

editors said that what they were discovering was a form 

within the form which was less than 1000 words, which 

works in a similar way to short shorts but has more rigour 

to it, a difference. And there are a few writers in America 

who are consciously producing it, who are thinking of 

themselves as fl ash fi ction writers. […]

Italo Calvino – in his book Six Memos for the Next 

Millennium – which was published about 1998, I think – 

says that in the future – the next millennium, the one 

we’re in now – the novel will be composed of very short 

sections in very long books. What then happened, which 

he couldn’t have predicted at that time, was the way the 

mobile phone worked. And last year or the year before, in 

Japan – where this is a highly developed form and 

actually always has been – think of Kawabata’s Palm in 

the Hand stories -– of the fi ve bestselling novels, three of 

them were written as mobile phone novels. One of them 

was written by an old nun and sold millions. The story is 

composed so that each passage fi ts onto a mobile phone 

screen. So they started writing novels in which the 

chapters were that length, and they were made accessible 

by mobile phones. These became hugely popular with 

teenage readers, the publishers saw what was happening 

and published them as books, which then sold even more 

– over 2 million copies. That is historically what happens 

with new technology – new technology seems to take 

over but then the old technology tends to use it and it 

revives the old – keeps it going. So the idea that one is 

killing the other is not necessarily true, although we’re in 

early days yet. […]

Now you have a screen on a tablet that’s a bit bigger 
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with an e-reader. 

You can get 

about 200-300 

words on it 

easily – that’s the 

perfect size. Now 

if the kids 

working with 

that, they have a 

highly 

contemporary 

form, a little 

computer which 

they know 

exactly how to 

use, they can 

transmit it to 

each other – they 

love all that, it’s 

natural to them, 

like twittering – 

but they can 

produce 

something in an 

aesthetic form. 

That’s a gift! You 

can’t ask for 

anything better 

in an English classroom than that. It’s absolutely 

fascinating.

And so this form is just sitting there and most teachers 

haven’t caught up. The problem is there is no body of 

books being published in this country like that – although 

you can see some 

writers moving 

that way. I’m a 

great admirer of 

John Berger. For 

years he’s been 

working in that 

way – some of his 

best work. The 

book of his I love 

the most is called 

And Our Faces, 

My Heart, Brief as 

Photos – a short 

but fascinating 

book made of 

quite short 

passages; it’s 

about time and 

space – a novel 

but not a novel, a 

memoir but not a 

memoir, little 

observations but 

not observations 

– it’s crossing all 

the boundaries. 

That is exactly what is happening now at the high literary 

end of writing, with the people who feel the novel is tired 

and are trying to fi nd a way to refresh it: where should we 

go, what should we be doing? It’s exactly the kind of 

problem that existed in the early 1900s, and the result was 

Joyce’s Ulysses, the novels by Lawrence and Woolf. It’s 

happened in all the arts. And I suspect the same thing is 

happening now to literature at the beginning of a new 

century.

The Reading Environment

In the fi nal extract, Aidan talks about his work in promoting 

children’s literature and reading, and about the current 

situation in the teaching of reading in schools.

AF: How did you really get into commentating on 

children’s fi ction?

AC: After I stopped teaching – around 1970, when I was 

really only just scraping through fi nancially –I got a call 

from Bristol University’s Further Professional Studies unit – 

part of the School of Education – asking if they could talk 

to me about children’s books. They said, ‘We are getting a 

lot of requests from people about courses on children’s 

books and we don’t know anyone who knows about it: 

someone mentioned you and would you think of doing a 

course for us?’ I taught ten-week courses for them for ten 

years – we covered the whole of the three counties 

around Bristol. They were courses out of which came The 

Reading Environment, Tell Me, the critical essays I’ve 

written. Teachers on the courses were not just from 

primary schools; at one point there were half and half 

from primary and secondary. They eventually became 

one-year courses which were hugely successful and they 

did raise consciousness. I don’t think it was the only area 

in the country where it was happening at that time. I 

enjoyed it, because it was evening work and fi tted well – 

and it gave me an income. I had done it before, when I 

was at Archway; I was asked to give a talk at the SLA 

conference one year because of what I was doing with 

the library. I started reviewing and writing in the TES and 

so on – so I was known in that way as well.

The peak was when I gave over 200 talks in one year. I 

was going all over the place – I was out 2 or 3 nights a 

week. I loved it and everything was going for it then – the 

idea that you should give early years children real books 

to read, not just reading schemes. Picture books were 

innovating like mad. Then I realised that the problem was 

at the training stage. If you could train teachers in the 

training institutions, giving them a knowledge of the 

books and how to bring them to children, they would be 

ready when they went out to their fi rst jobs. As luck 

would have it a teacher on one of the courses happened 

to be the wife of the principal of Westminster College, 

Oxford – a teacher training institution. She asked me to 

dinner and during the evening I said to the Principal, 

‘What do you do about children’s books?’ He said, 

‘Nothing’. I said, ‘How can you turn out primary teachers 

who know nothing about literature for children?’ He said, 

writers moving 

that way. I’m a 

great admirer of 

John Berger. For 

years he’s been 

working in that 

way – some of his 

best work. The 

book of his I love 

the most is called 

And Our Faces, 

My Heart, Brief as 

Photos

but fascinating 

book made of 

quite short 

passages; it’s 

about time and 

space – a novel 

but not a novel, a 

memoir but not a 

memoir, little 

observations but 

not observations 

– it’s crossing all 

the boundaries. 
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‘We’ve got no-one to do it.’ I said, ‘But you’re the 

principal’. He said, ‘OK, come and do it.’ I said, ‘But I 

don’t want a job as a lecturer.’ He said, ‘Just come for a 

term and tell us what we should do and I’ll do it.’

So I went in once a week for a term and ended up 

there for 10 years. Mary Sutcliffe, who I helped appoint, is 

still teaching those courses. Every year the courses had to 

be defended. It’s an extraordinary thing. Why is it that 

university-educated people who work in education, and 

train teachers, cannot understand that ‘children’s books’ as 

a subject is not only about the books? It’s a philosophical 

conception of what reading is, what it is good for, what 

literature is, what teaching is, how you do it, how you 

think about what you’re reading, how you write about it. 

And all this is focused through what teachers do -– or 

should to – with children. It’s a perfect form for the study 

of education and sophisticated literacy.

AF: Generally what do you think of political and 

educational trends, in relation to children’s 

literature? How do you view the current political 

scene in relation to English teaching?

AC: With horror. But I’m now an old man, so I would 

naturally think things were better before … although in 

fact I don’t think they were better before, but I do think 

that since Thatcher, through Blair and on to now, 

government interference in what should be taught and 

how it should be taught is anti-British – let’s say English 

because the Scottish education system is different. The 

English system always used to be that the government 

provided buildings and resources and state education free, 

but that politicians did not dictate what was taught or how 

it was taught. (Any more than they dictate to surgeons 

how to perform operations or lawyers how to apply the 

law.) Thatcher overturned that, advised by non-elected 

people who had no experience as teachers or educators 

and a prejudice against what was then called ‘child-

centred’ education, which involved learning to read what 

were then called ‘real’ books – rather than only reading 

schemes. They were chronically prejudiced against that 

and have gone on being so … And then they instituted 

factory-style testing, which actually only tests children 

going through certain hoops. The hoops leave out the 

very elements which are the essence of the business. 

So I am distressed … because I belong to the 

generation which grew up after the war, naively believing 

that we were on the edge of being able to educate the 

whole of the common people in a literary, musical and 

craft culture, which respected everybody but which had at 

its heart the idea that story – the telling of it, the reading 

of it, the writing of it, and the enacting of it, was the heart 

of education. Anthropologists looking at so-called 

primitive cultures found the very same thing going on … 

And we thought that any legitimate education system 

would have to have that its heart – that sophisticated 

reading in our culture is utterly essential, and that schools 

are the places where that has to be engendered, because 

it wouldn’t be in 60% of families in the country. And we 

believed we were on the edge of achieving that. I can 

remember NATE meetings in the early 1960s which were 

hugely energetic because we believed we were there … 

we could now do it. […]

AF: Where would you like to see English education 

going now? Especially in terms of reading?

AC: I think where reading is concerned – which to me 

is the heart of English anyway – I’m wedded to the idea 

that you create a reading community by having someone 

within it who is both passionate about reading and 

literature and is knowledgeable about it. Someone who is 

a reader – the teacher – who makes of the learning space 

something that is conducive to reading, not antagonistic 

towards it. This requires the kind of planning of dedicated 

space akin to that which science has. It requires the 

presence of and easy access to literature both in book 

and, now, electronic forms. It’s a case of creating what 

I’ve always called the reading environment – a place 

where readers want to be and where reading happens.

However, reading is not a function wholly dependent 

on the passing of the eyes over the page – nor in the case 

of children is it a solitary activity: it’s a communal activity 

as well. And the essence of it is what is said amongst the 

readers about what they’ve read. That is where reading 

education happens. The idea that – a crude analogy – if 

you put lots of poor readers in an attractive space, 

amongst lots of books, they would become keen readers 

doesn’t work, any more than if you put me in a 

gymnasium I would become a sportsman – I won’t. It’s 

something which you become by being with people who 

do it well, and it happens in the talk that goes on about 

what you’ve read. […]

This is not a short-time, one-year thing. It’s rare that 

teachers can make readers overnight. It’s a continuing 

process – you have to begin at the beginning when 

children are fi rst 

in school. And it’s 

a mistake to think 

that once they 

leave primary 

school you can 

behave as if these 

things don’t matter 

– it’s not true… So 

to me it’s a recipe, 

it’s a complex of 

elements which 

good teachers 

manage to create, 

especially at 

primary schools, 

and these days, 

often against the 

imposed system. 

But the system 

should encourage 

it and want it to 

happen. For 

example, the 

disbanding of the 

school library 

service as a 
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requirement was horrendously injurious. When I was a 

teacher and didn’t have the money to buy all the books I 

wanted for the library, I was allowed to borrow temporary 

collections from the county schools library service. It was 

a huge resource.

AF: I know there are under-used library services 

for schools in many city libraries …

AC: Because you have to buy into them. If a school has 

head teacher who is not keen on it, it isn’t going to 

happen. It shouldn’t be a choice, it should be a 

requirement. 

That said, there’s a new element which we have to take 

account of – the electronic delivery of print. In one way it 

actually makes the job easier because kids love it – it’s 

where they are. And there are interesting discussions to be 

held as to whether what you’re reading on the screen is 

like reading a book, whether it’s as aesthetically enjoyable 

to read a book on a screen as in a book … These are 

interesting questions, but the fact is electronic means of 

delivery are here and in my view have huge potential, 

which is not being tapped at the moment. We need 

research groups of teachers looking at these questions and 

how the electronic systems can be used for literary 

education, not merely for populism or mere 

entertainment. 

What is more, and it’s always been key, is the question 

of discrimination. All reading is an act of interpretation, 

which means also it is an act of discrimination, choosing 

between one book and another and why - there’s no way 

around that. But then your whole life is about 

discrimination … what to eat, what to wear, what to watch 

on TV, where to go and who with – we do it all the time. 

And yet people talk about discrimination in reading as if it 

is a bad thing. Why do you want to tell readers to read 

this and not that? As though that was a harmful thing to 

do! But that’s nonsense – because that’s how all learning 

is done. There are bad things to do when you’re pregnant 

and good things – and you want to know, you want 

people who know about it, who have experienced it, to 

help by telling you.

The discriminating mind is the key to sophisticated 

reading. I’ve known teachers who have produced 

discriminating readers in primary schools – who discuss 

the differences between picture books and their qualities 

in the most extraordinary ways. Traditionally, people have 

thought that teachers and librarians know what to read 

and what not to read and that it is their professional job to 

help us find what we want – and need. How we receive 

what we read and what we say about it – that’s what we 

need to learn. If that is transferred by teachers into an 

understanding of how to do it with children, you produce 

very skilled reading and understanding/interpretation of 

texts that is not only extraordinarily perceptive but is 

extraordinarily enjoyable because of the way it is done. In 

other words it’s not the fact that we discriminate between 

good or bad, it’s how you do it that matters.

The problem is it takes time – so I would want the 

curriculum looked at to see where the time is spent. At 

the moment, far too much time is spent on things that 

don’t need that amount of time, and not enough on things 

that need more time. I don’t see any of that going into the 

thinking that the government is doing or any of the 

government’s favourite advisers. They are all fixated on a 

factory system.

AF: It’s still about knowledge, isn’t it?

AC: Yes, it’s the wrong model. You see in a strange 

way, all the principles have been known since writing and 

reading got going 5000 years ago. We have known about 

this and the cultured well-off have always done it! They’ve 

had libraries in their houses, they’ve read aloud to each 

other – had reading times together. Virginia Woolf went all 

through her childhood without ever going to school. Her 

parents were modelling how reading is done ...

____________________________________________

Aidan continues to write fiction and non-fiction, and to 

champion the cause of young people’s reading 

internationally. His website www.aidanchambers.co.uk 

gives full details of his work and life. Aidan’s book of flash 

fiction, The Kissing Game, will be published by Bodley 

Head in March.
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