
You are sure to feel compelled to visit the ReadingZone website after 
reading this uplifting article by Caroline Horn, who invites us to enjoy 
the myriad of resources available there, all designed to entice young 
readers to get lost in their reading. 

W h e n  t h e  R e a d i n g Z o n e  w e b s i t e 

(www.ReadingZone.com) first launched with Arts 

Council funding in 2007, the digital world was a very 

different place.  We were still finding out how websites 

could be used to engage and excite children as part of 

their learning; typically, educational sites at this time 

offered a page of games to choose from, while in the 

background, YouTube was taking off as the platform of 

choice for children. 

We had quieter ambitions with ReadingZone, just one 

game (to make personalised bookmarks—it was a 

surprising success), and we wanted a website with a 

‘magazine’ feel, where children and families, teachers 

and librarians, could browse new books, download 

chapters and read and submit their own book reviews. 

We carried author interviews and literacy news, and 

slowly grew our team of specialist reviewers.   

We also wanted some ‘hands on’ projects to show 

children and young people the excitement of creating 

your own book, so launched an annual Create a Picture 

Book competition, which runs each spring.  We wanted 

to share the magic of author events, so talked to 

teacher-trainee students about the appeal of author visits 

and how instrumental they can be in creating ‘readers’, 

and we launched a programme of author events with 

London Grid for Learning (ReadingZone Live), as well 

as a local schools’ festival, to support and promote 

author events.  But the ‘YouTube’ factor, we felt, was 

missing, and as this generation of children became more 

and more engaged digitally, we wanted to find a way to 

use digital resources to help keep them reading. 

We’re all fighting this particular ‘battle of the 

screens’ and currently, it looks like the screens are 

winning. Research shows a seemingly inexorable 

decline in children taking pleasure in reading over the 

last decade, with a steep fall in the number of children 

reading for enjoyment.  Nielsen Book Services’ 

research: Understanding the Children's Book Consumer 

2012-2020, which was shared by publisher Farshore 

earlier this year in its ‘Learnings from Lockdown’ 
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presentation, showed that only 23% of 0-17s now read 

for pleasure 'daily or nearly every day', down from 26% 

in 2019 and 38% in 2012, with screen time the most 

significant factor in keeping children away from books. 

Children simply don’t have the bored moments and 

downtime that every previous generation has had; that 

time where you’d reach for a book because there was 

simply nothing else to do, and thus unconsciously grow 

a love of stories, and reading. 

There were some positive take-aways from this 

research, which were the three key things that will help 

children to love reading: being read to—to help them 

experience the pleasure of reading; having a wide choice 

of reading materials; and having free choice since, if 

they are making their own book choices, children have 

an intent to read. 

Access to books, though, has also been shaping 

children’s reading patterns. During the last decade, 

thousands of families have lost their local libraries—

more than 800 have closed since 2010, many of them in 

our most deprived communities. We’re losing about 100 

libraries each year in the UK, and many bookshops have 

left the high street, making it harder for children to 

access the books they need to grow as readers. This has 

left teachers and school librarians to fill the gap. 

We have always been keenly aware of the school’s 

role in creating not just literate children, but children 

who love stories, and this has helped shape our recent 

redesign, supported by Arts Council England funding. 

With hundreds of new children’s books published each 

month, how do you find out which books to choose for 

those increasingly important class reads—particularly 

for children who aren’t being read to at home? Working 

closely with publishers, we go directly to teachers and 

school librarians to help us sift through the latest titles to 

find out which books have the kind of emotional 

engagement and page-turning quality that you want your 

children to experience. We have thousands of reviews 

by these specialists that can now be searched by 

category and age range to help you source great reads, 

and you can keep up with the Latest Titles (on the 

Schools & Libraries page) that our reviewers feel have 

that ‘wow’ factor.  

Our next question was, how could we encourage 

families to engage in their children’s reading journey, 

as they have such an important part to play in making 

those ‘reading miles’ happen? As well as reviews and 

recommendations on our Families page, there are now 

also video tips from teachers and librarians, offering 

practical ideas for keeping children reading, for 

example, encouraging them to visit libraries, take part 

in the Summer Reading Challenge during the holidays, 

or essential skills for starting school. Sharing books 

with children, to keep the pleasure in reading, is a key 

message as parents often mistake reading for pleasure 

with developing literacy skills. 

Finally, engaging children themselves with books and 

authors was at the heart of our redesign, and making 

reading suggestions accessible to them—especially for 

those who aren’t able to visit a library or bookshop. We 

want readers to be able to ‘browse’ books, just as they 

do in physical bookshelves, so we’ve introduced an 

electronic version of that on our Children’s Page, 

enabling children to discover new books and read the 

first chapters of those that catch their eye; they can 

make their own choices about what to download and 

read. We ensure that there is a wide range of books 

available to them to browse, including non-fiction, 

graphic novels and the latest adventure stories. Just 

glancing at our latest selection, we have dinosaurs 

(Everything You Know About Dinosaurs is Wrong by 

Dr Nick Crumpton), a spooky read (The Bewitching of 

Aveline Jones by Phil Hickes) and adventure with the 

irresistible Danger at Dead Man’s Pass (MG Leonard 

and Sam Sedgman) included in the mix. We hope that 

children will read some of these first chapters and then 

ask to borrow those books in their local or school 

library. 

We wanted to go further in providing that ‘YouTube’ 

factor, or visual ways to draw readers to books, so we 

have been introducing much more video content, too. 

This is something that last year’s lockdown has made 

more readily available, as authors started creating 
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videos to reach audiences who they could sadly no 

longer visit in person. We wanted to find a way to help 

them reach their readers so, working with publishers and 

the Arts Council, we launched the ReadingZone 

Bookclub on YouTube to provide a platform where we 

could share authors’ videos and to reach out to families 

and children with videos and book trailers during 

‘lockdown summer’, and we will continue to develop 

this.  Watching your favourite author talking about their 

new book gives children a powerful incentive to read it 

and we now run author videos across the website; for 

example, we have Efua Traoré introducing Children of 

the Quicksands and its themes; Karen McCombie 

reading from How to be a Human; and Guy Bass’s 

hilarious introduction to Skeleton Keys, alongside more 

in-depth, written Q&As where authors discuss their 

books’ themes, genres and the creative writing process. 

You can find all of these in our Featured Author 

sections. 

Author videos can be such a brilliant way to introduce 

new books to your classes, too, perhaps to encourage 

children to read the books you have available in your 

class or school library, or to introduce your next class 

read.  If you’re looking for a class read with an 

environmental theme, for example, you could share 

Hannah Gold’s video where she talks about her book 

The Last Bear, and Tim Tilley’s Harklights video, and 

ask your class to decide which book they want as their 

next class read, encouraging them in making their own 

reading choices.  

We also explored how we could bring together 

authors and children with events at a time when 

physical school visits weren’t an option and, after some 

practice events, we are now introducing authors to 

hundreds of children each month through our virtual 

ReadingZone Bookclub, which take place mostly on 

Friday afternoons (it’s such a great way to end the 

week!). These sessions are around 45 minutes long and 

include an author talk, short readings through the 

session, and creative writing tips, and an opportunity for 

the children to put their questions to the author.   

You can still watch our earlier events with Frank 

Cottrell Boyce talking about Noah’s Gold, Nicola 

Penfold introducing Between Sea and Sky and Kirsty 

Applebaum talking about The Life and Time of Lonnie 

Quicke, and these videoed sessions can be really useful 

for exploring creative writing as well as encouraging 

reading.  I would certainly use them as part of a focus 

on an author, or while sharing their books for a class 

read—possibly following up with the author to organise 

a virtual Q&A for your own class.   

Our autumn programme will include events with 

Catherine Johnson (Freedom), Vashti Hardy (Crowfall), 

Andy Griffiths (13 Storey Treehouse series), all the way 

from Australia! Join Matt Goodfellow for an interactive 

poetry workshop, and Alastair Chisholm (Adam-2) for a 

science fiction event.  We are also introducing sessions 

focused on picture book authors, and non fiction. Do 

join us if you can—all our virtual events are free!  And 

if you can’t, recordings of the events will also be made 

available. 
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The final area we wanted to explore with Reading 

Zone's re-launch was the most intensive; how could we 

bring children into reading through digital resources? 

Will children who find less pleasure in reading be more 

willing to read if there was another outcome, for 

example, making a book trailer or filming a video 

review, or recording a podcast about the book they had 

read—or even an author interview?  We carried out a 

series of workshops with our partners—A Tale Unfolds 

for the book trailers and Listening Books for the audio 

books section—and trialled our podcast resource, which 

was created by Fun Kids Radio, with small groups of 

children.   

We found the projects equally useful for children who 

wouldn’t naturally read for pleasure as for children who 

wanted a more challenging (but fun) activity. Also, in 

making an audio recording or filming a book trailer, 

they weren’t just developing their reading skills, but 

their comprehension, visual literacy and drama skills, as 

well as teamwork, editing and computing skills. For 

some, seeing their book trailer, review or podcast shared 

on ReadingZone was definitely a great outcome!  

These digital resources are now available on 

ReadingZone, and are equally accessible to children at 

home, to book groups in libraries, to drama clubs and to 

schools and classrooms.  Going forward, once extra-

curricular activities are less curtailed, we will be 

working with publishers to run focused projects each 

term: to make a book trailer, podcast or audio book 

focusing on specific titles, with some to give away, 

using these resources.  Look out for our picture book 

project, too, which launches again in January. 

We do hope that you and your children get time to 

browse ReadingZone and that, while doing so, you 

discover some wonderful books and authors that you 

might not have found otherwise. We hope you will find 

the reviews, videos and digital resources useful in 

taking children’s reading a step further, and that we can 

help you discover ‘the’ book that is such a brilliant 

class read, it turns all your children into readers! We 

hope that, through exploring ReadingZone, children 

will be encouraged to make bold decisions about books 

they want to try, authors they want to hear from, and 

reviews they would like to write or record.  In short, we 

would love to work with you to help further your 

children’s reading journeys and encourage them in 

finding the reader in themselves.  
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Caroline Horn, editor of 

www.ReadingZone.com, launched the website 

in 2007 with funding from Arts Council England 

to support reading for pleasure at home and at 

school. She was previously Children’s News 

Editor for The Bookseller magazine and has 

spent over two decades working in children’s 

books and reader development. 

www.ReadingZone.com
https://www.readingzone.com/
https://www.readingzone.com/



