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FOREWORD
by Tom Palmer
I can read this, Miss!
When I started to read for pleasure – aged 17 – my life began to change. Slowly at first, but steadily, my
horizons broadened. My ambitions too. And I was surprised by a sudden empathy for others.
Because I had broader horizons and greater ambitions – and, particularly, because I had empathy – I
became happier. And, even though the world threw quite a few curve balls my way as I grew from child to
adult, I was okay. And I did okay.
Thanks to reading for pleasure.
Get Everyone Reading is a manifesto to help us expand children’s horizons, ambitions and empathy,
because these and many other gains start with reading for pleasure. I really like it. It reminds me of my own
personal revolution. How I became happier.
But this is a revolution that has already begun. I work as a visiting author in a hundred schools a year. I
have done for fifteen years. In that time – because the literacy vibe has changed from reading photocopied
excerpts to whole-book whole-class reads – children have changed. I really believe this: that we have a
kinder generation in our classrooms now. A generation that is more sensitive, less cruel. I put it down to a
culture of reading for pleasure in those schools.
Developing this culture is everyone’s responsibility, and the guide shows how the school library can play a
crucial role. I liked its phrase: ‘…in the library, children learn to be readers’. I see a lot of libraries during my
visits; they’re a sign of how much a school values reading, and they can make a big difference.
Enabling and empowering teachers and librarians to promote reading for pleasure is one of the most
important things we can do. And Get Everyone Reading will help us do that. Because if we empower
teachers and librarians, in turn, we empower children: as this guide puts it, through reading ‘they learn new
things, gain tolerance, and dream dreams’.
In my books I go out of my way to show that reading is transformative. Because it was for me.
In Foul Play Danny Harte solves mysteries because he has read countless crime novels to his blind father. In
Armistice Runner Lily reads her great-great-grandad’s diaries and uses his words to help her win fell races.
In After the War Mordecai reads English newspapers, so he can settle in his new country.
I can’t stop myself doing this. I need to show that reading can change your life.
As parents, teachers, librarians and authors we can be role models for children. If we read for pleasure
and enthuse about reading for pleasure, using the ideas in Get Everyone Reading, we will be doing our bit.
There are so many ideas in this guide, ranging from ‘start staff meetings with an “I’ve been reading” slot’
on the very first page, to the end of a comprehensive ‘Ideas Bank’ in the Appendix. I’d urge you to read Get
Everyone Reading right through, to make sure you don’t miss anything!
I’ve known Alec Williams for many years. He’s a trainer, speaker, and storyteller with wide experience
through a career in and with school libraries, and whose work now takes him all over the UK and around
the world. Like me, he’s a frequent visitor to schools, with a lot of down-to-earth practical advice. This
guide explores the subject in an entertaining way, and Alec makes a great tour guide.

I occasionally get a window on something transformative happening when I meet children in schools. A
glimpse of the kind of thing that happened to me. I love it. This is one of the best stories.
I was in a school in south Wales showing a teacher some of my books as the kids let off some steam after
my event. I showed her Scrum – published by Barrington Stoke – and explained how the publisher uses font
and other design and editorial techniques to make their books appeal to ever more children.
‘That’s interesting,’ she said and called a boy over. ‘He likes rugby,’ she told me. ‘And we think he might be
dyslexic.’
The boy came over. The teacher handed him the book. He looked gutted. What was this? Was he about
to be shamed again? I knew the look. But he leafed through the book, probably about to pretend he was
interested. I knew that look too. Then his eyes went wide with disbelief and he stared at his teacher.
‘I can read this, Miss,’ he gasped. He was almost laughing. I was almost crying.
I like to think that was the beginning of his own personal revolution.
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through means you don’t miss out!
I hope you have fun reading. After all, that’s what we want children to do!
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1. INTRODUCTION
I read for pleasure. Do you?
These two brief sentences cover a lot of what follows in this guide. They’re not quoted from another
writer, they’re from this writer. It’s me, talking to you,
ENJOY:
dear reader!
Titus decided that if there were a button to press
that would cause his sister to reincarnate as a
cockroach, he would push it without a moment’s
hesitation.

I read for pleasure.
I can think of very few times when my reading isn’t for
pleasure. Official forms, maybe, and badly-written or
Debi Glori, Pure Dead Brilliant
turgid prose?1 But even when I’ve not chosen to read
something, the end result is often pleasure: an instruction manual helps me get the most out of a machine
or gadget, which makes me happier; a menu gives me pleasure contemplating the food to come.
Can you truthfully say: ‘I read for pleasure’?
Many professionals have very busy lives, and for some, their free time is taken up with chores, childcare,
and work at home (or work-connected reading), leaving any spare time to be claimed by the TV. Have you
got a book on the go? What’s the last children’s book you read? Librarians may have ready answers to
these questions, but it’s also important for teachers to be readers, as the UKLA’s report2 showed. There are
ideas to help you, later in this guide, and tempting quotes. Succumb and see…
Saying ‘I read for pleasure’ is important
It’s a statement you should be proud of making, and if children heard it from all or most staff, it would show
them there’s a community of readers out there. It would show them that adults read for pleasure even
when it’s not connected to school work, and will provide vital models for reading.
Saying ‘Do you?’ is dynamic
It shows you’re interested; that you care. It needs an
answer, that you can then respond to. If the answer is
positive, you can share reading enthusiasm and book
recommendations. If it’s negative, then you can use
this guide to change things.

TRY THIS:
Start staff meetings with an ‘I’ve been reading’ slot
(from a different teacher each time!), and begin
assemblies with teacher recommendations

So those first sentences are a declaration. A modelling exercise. Something you can say to children, and
amongst staff. A commitment, for you to ‘keep it true’. A provocative question, to find out the readers and
non-readers in your school. They’re also just the beginning of this SLA guide, and a springboard to start you
thinking. The rest of this guide will help you explore even more questions, but none is more important
than your own commitment to reading, because readers are made by readers.
Those readers can be teachers, children, parents – so
let’s get everyone reading!

THINK ABOUT:
We shouldn’t teach great books, we should teach a
love of reading. B F Skinner (a controversial figure,
but an important quote; does your school do this?)

1. Literary magazine The Paris Review offers extracts from ‘the dullest, most soporific prose available in the public domain’ as
cures for insomnia. Titles include: A Practical Handbook on the Distillation of Alcohol from Farm Products, The dates of variouslyshaped shields, and Cold Storage, Heating, and Ventilating on Board Ship…
2. Teachers as Readers in the 21st Century. UKLA Research report, June 2007

5

2. WHAT’S IN THIS GUIDE?
Reading in general
This guide begins by looking at reading overall, and reading for pleasure especially. It explains why reading
is good for you, and defines what reading for pleasure is. It touches on the other benefits of reading, but
keeps pleasure in the foreground.
ENJOY:
In the context of schools, it looks at why reading
instruction is different from reading for pleasure, why
reading and writing deserve different approaches,
and how school libraries can complement and extend
the work of teachers. It then looks at the key topic of
creating a reading culture.

I’ve got four brothers. Imagine that. Five boys under
eleven all living in the same house. On wet summer
days, our house gets very crowded. If we all bring
two friends home, then there could be fifteen of us
crammed into the house. At least eight will be roaring
like lunatics, and the rest will be dying to go to the
toilet.
Eoin Colfer, The Legend of Spud Murphy

Throughout, the word ‘librarian’ is inclusive; it could be
a teacher with library responsibility, a qualified librarian, or whoever is involved in making sure the library’s
magic reaches the whole school. Pass this guide round to classroom teachers, parents and governors, too –
they all need to be on board!
Reading in particular
The guide then looks at specific ways that schools can help foster reading for pleasure, including reading
role models, bringing books alive by reading aloud and storytelling, and – of course! – creating a school
library space that’s a powerhouse for reading.
Reading for groups of readers
These sections look first at Early Years children, and then early independent readers. They go on to look at
gender, and whether any provision and initiatives should be targeted at boys, or at girls. They then look in
turn at ideas for keen readers; for reluctant readers; for those readers who may find reading difficult; and
for older readers. There’s also a section on how to gain the help of parents.
Reading this Guide
THINK ABOUT:
Each section is to give you information (and get you
the overall reading culture right is far more
thinking!) about aspects of reading for pleasure. Along Getting
important than any single target group
the way, you’ll see text boxes: ‘Enjoy’, with tasters of
children’s books; ‘Think about’, with quotations from
other writers about reading for pleasure; and ‘Try
this’, with ideas to try in school (there are more in Appendix 1: ‘Ideas Bank’). If no other writer’s name is
given, the quotations are my own. Some ideas are deliberately provocative, to get you and your colleagues
talking!
Reading about reading
The guide finishes by giving you some more reading to do! In addition to those children’s books I hope
you’ll now decide to read, there’s information on how you know when you’ve succeeded in raising the
profile of reading for pleasure; where else you can get help; and how you can follow it up through a list of
organisations and resources that will help you. The School Library Association1 itself would be very happy
to help you, through telephone or email advice; its training courses; its wealth of practical publications; and
its website. The site’s primary school support page (www.sla.org.uk/support-for-primary-schools) includes
funding ideas, but most of this guide’s suggestions are low or no-cost ones.

1. Contact information for the SLA is on the last page.
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3. WHAT’S SO GOOD ABOUT READING?
Reading is fun. From the first experience of chanting nursery rhymes, laughing at strange-sounding words,
and turning pages with an adult, reading offers a life-long pleasure. We owe it to children to help that
pleasure last throughout their lives.
ENJOY:

Reading is unique. Where other media will deliver plot
When, suddenly, on an ordinary Wednesday, it
well, books uniquely allow you to get under the skin
seemed to Barney that the world tilted and ran
downhill in all directions, he knew he was about
of the characters, and hear their thoughts. The ‘slow
to be haunted again.
build’ of a gripping story is an experience that can last
for hours or even days, and although in a busy world
Margaret Mahy, The Haunting
it’s more ‘time-hungry’ than a 90-minute movie, the
experience will often live in the mind far longer – as
will the description and the language, if it’s well-written. Unlike films and TV, which go at their pace, a
book goes at yours. You can race through a book, or just dip in occasionally. You can stop and start again
anytime, or go back to read bits you didn’t understand, or bits you really liked. And the reader’s always in
control – you, not the film director, can decide what the characters look like and where their story happens!
Reading makes you feel good. It enhances health and well-being. As Nicola Morgan argues, it can be
relaxing and stress-busting. It can take you out of yourself and away from life’s pressures. Along with the
fun above, this escape is one of the most important reasons that many children read for pleasure.
Reading helps you make sense of yourself. It gives children different perspectives on life, and can help
them understand themselves better. It’s empowering, because through it they learn new things, gain
tolerance, and dream dreams. It gives both boys and girls a sense of identity (both cultural and selfidentity) if they see themselves represented in the story, helping them to shape, store and reflect on their
past and their future, vicariously testing problems and possible reactions to them. It helps them build
decision-making skills, based on new information and perspectives – ‘What would I have done?’, ‘Could I be
brave, like that?’.
TRY THIS:
Reading connects children to each other. It can
help them see other points of view; it connects
Ask staff to write down what reading means to them
them to wider worlds and ideas. It gives them
(anonymously, if you like), and chart the results. Find
insights into other cultures, and other ways of
out if you have ‘genre fans’ on the staff (an SF or
crime buff, for instance) and use their enthusiasms
thinking. It can build tolerance. Reading often
with the children
brings children together when they share their
reading – actually or virtually. It helps them
understand and value the world’s diversity and heritages. It’s a place, as Margaret Meek wrote, “where
children can try on all the lives they haven’t got.”

Reading is a creative act. Children use their own imaginations to bring the writer’s text alive. ‘I can only
build one side of the arch’, said author Peter Dickinson, ‘the reader has to build that mirror image of the
other side, to complete the process’. Authors need readers, and reading fires imagination. It can also
inspire some readers to become authors, but above all this guide is about producing lifelong readers.
Reading leads to learning. Reading continually informs us, and allows learning for life. It helps children
develop skills of literacy, interpretation, and expression.
Reading does all these things, many of them without us knowing, because of the element of enjoyment it
promises. This is not a new finding; over 2,000 years ago, Greek philosopher and geographer Strabo wrote:
‘Pleasure acts as a charm, to incite the learning’.
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4. SO WHAT’S READING FOR PLEASURE?
Before we go any further, let’s define what we mean; what reading for pleasure is – and what it isn’t. This
guide uses the phrase ‘reading for pleasure’, but you may see other terms – academic writers sometimes
refer to ‘ludic reading’, and in the USA the term ‘free voluntary reading’ is often used.
Reading for pleasure refers to reading that we to do of our own free will, anticipating the
satisfaction that we will get from the act of reading. It also refers to reading that, having begun
at someone else’s request, we continue because we are interested in it. It typically involves
materials that reflect our own choice, at a time and place that suits us.
The definition I use most is this one, from the National Literacy Trust1. It’s worth noting some of the key
phrases: ‘of our own free will’, ‘anticipating the satisfaction we will get’, ‘our own choice’, ‘at a time and
place that suits us’. Do children at your school see it
THINK ABOUT:
this way? And do you allow it to be? ‘Our own choice’
is especially important, as we’ll see later. The second
“Schools that take the business of reading for
pleasure seriously, where teachers read, talk
sentence could describe a teacher recommending a
with enthusiasm and recommend books, and
book, but also reading aloud or serialising a book to a
where provision for reading is planned carefully,
class. Reading for pleasure is led, and owned, by the
are more likely to succeed with their pupils’
child, not the teacher. It’s about delight, not decoding.
reading.”
Victor Nell’s2 inviting definition is perhaps more suited
to fiction:

Ofsted, May 2011

Reading for pleasure is a form of play, that allows us to experience other worlds and roles in our
imagination.
…but non-fiction can be a source of pleasure too, as writer Philip Pullman3 implies in his description of how
readers connect with the text:
Consider the nature of what happens when we read a book…. 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. Nor do we have to read it in a way determined by
someone else. 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
reflect, or we can go to the library and check what it claims to be fact against another authority;
we can assent, or we can disagree.
What would be your definition? Why do you enjoy
reading? And what do your pupils think? A quick
reading survey – especially with open-ended questions,
such as ‘I would read more if…’, or 1-10 ratings for how
much they currently enjoy reading – would create a
starting point for measuring success later. Remember
to ask if they think your school values reading, and
whether they think you’re a reader!

ENJOY:

If you are interested in stories with happy
endings, you would be better off reading some
other book. In this book, not only is there no
happy ending, there is no happy beginning, and
very few happy things in the middle.
Lemony Snicket, The Bad Beginning (A Series of
Unfortunate Events, Book 1)

1. Reading for Pleasure: A Research Overview. National Literacy Trust, 2006. The definition is that of the authors, Christina Clark
and Kate Rumbold.
2. The Psychology of Reading for Pleasure: Needs and Gratifications. Victor Nell, Reading Research Quarterly, Vol. 23, No. 1
(Winter, 1988)
3. The War on Words. Philip Pullman, The Guardian, 6th November 2004.
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5. READING INSTRUCTION AND READING FOR PLEASURE ARE DIFFERENT
“This is my reading book,” young children sometimes say, “and this is my reading for pleasure book”.
The pleasure of learning
If we are serious about reading for pleasure, shouldn’t the process of learning to read be a pleasure if
possible? This applies to the quality of children’s own reading books, and to the additional stories they
hear during this stage – surely essential as a reminder of delights to come when the skill is mastered? Yes,
learning to read may be a struggle for some, but most children succeed (some easily). Try to avoid saying
‘Reading is hard, but…’; choose the best reading books; and add lots of extra stories and poems.
A key to success
If children encounter books at home, in preschool
settings, and in Early Years classes, they associate them
with enjoyment; they want to know about those black
squiggles on the page, because they’re where the fun
came from! Children who want to read, read more
quickly and successfully.

ENJOY:

Around the lake. Between the rocks. Through the
woods. Up Spook Hill… Whooo!
Bears in the Night, Jan and Stan Berenstain’s 24word masterpiece of repetition and prepositions
– which is also fun!

The reading debate
How to best teach reading is one of the most controversial topics in education, with supporters of phonicsbased and ‘whole word’ or language-based approaches often at odds with each other. This controversy has
been exacerbated by the intervention of successive governments, and teachers’ flexibility to use different
methods has often been lost. It’s not the purpose of this guide to join the debate, although a reading for
pleasure emphasis is bound to be sympathetic to approaches that favour a greater use of books (and ‘real
books’ at that), and is naturally resistant to an approach that inhibits reading aloud and picture books (the
last word of phonics’ alleged ‘first, fast and only’ mantra)
Different approaches
As the Teachers as Readers1 report made clear, there are differences in orientation between reading
instruction and reading for pleasure. This table is part of the report’s ‘Key Findings’:
Reading Instruction				
Reading for Pleasure
is oriented towards:				
is oriented towards:
The skill					
The will
Decoding and comprehension		
Engagement and response
System readers				
Lifelong readers
Teacher direction				
Child direction
Teacher ownership				Child ownership
Attainment					
Achievement
The minimum entitlement ([then] a Level 4) The maximum entitlement (a reader for life)
These headings are not necessarily ‘good’ or ‘bad’ –
but comparing them is a very telling way to consider
aspects at the heart of reading for pleasure. They also
make a strong case for a lively school library, because
while children may learn to read in the classroom… in
the school library, they learn to be readers.

THINK ABOUT:

Teachers want children to ‘read better’, in the
hope it will help them ‘read more’. Librarians
want children to ‘read more’, which will help
them to ‘read better’. If true, do these views
complement each other? And how can they best
work together?

1. Teachers as Readers in the 21st Century. UKLA Research report, June 2007
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6. READING AND WRITING ARE DIFFERENT
Certainly, hearing or reading a story or a poem can be a stimulus for
writing. But you may remember from school what I still
ENJOY:
hear as a visitor: “…and after we’ve heard the story, we’re
all going to write a story of our own”. If you do remember I am writing these poems
this, perhaps you recall a small worry-cloud appearing
From inside a lion,
over your head. And if so, I wonder if it affected your
And it’s rather dark in here.
enjoyment of the poem or story? Ability and confidence
So please excuse the handwriting,
in writing is a curriculum requirement, but this section is
Which may not be too clear.
But this afternoon by the lion’s cage
a small plea for not teaching it at the expense of reading.
Remember that reading is a creative act in itself, and
a ‘life gift’ you can give to children. It may be that
hundreds of children leave school and become writers.
But it’s certain that millions of children can become
readers. Authors need readers too; most of them, if
asked how children can get ideas for writing will say
‘Read. Then read more…’. Frank Cottrell Boyce is even
more explicit:

I’m afraid I got too near.
And I’m writing these lines
From inside a lion,
And it’s rather dark in here.

It’s dark in here by Shel Silverstein, from his
Where the Sidewalk Ends

I don’t write to help inspire people to become writers. I write to inspire them to become readers.
Because I believe good readers make better engineers, and bakers, and surgeons, and parents
and partners and are just a lot happier...1

Ease up on follow-up
Don’t always consider ‘reading and writing’ together (least of all, imposed book reviews!). Do activities to
help each of them. For every time you use a text as a stimulus (of any kind: art, drama, thinking exercises
and more) make time to use a book just for the sake of it. Consider this sentence: “I’m just going to read a
short story; you don’t have to do anything afterwards”. Watch children relax. The next (say) ten minutes is
pure gold, because maybe for the first time children realise that adults might read just for the pleasure of it.
And that reading might have a life outside and beyond school.

TRY THIS:
- Alternatives to stimulate writing include
objects, story boxes, curiosity kits,
anecdotes, and more…
- Celebrate ‘No Pens Day Wednesday’ every
November; a day when writing takes a back
seat, and spoken language is spotlighted.
More details from www.ican.org.uk
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A Head full of Authors
How many times have you heard adults say that their enjoyment of reading ‘was spoilt by English teachers’.
This doesn’t have to be, of course – good teachers can illuminate and uncover more of the story than a
superficial reading may deliver. But that presupposes good quality texts, that have such treasures inside.
The more children read, the more authors’ ideas will mulch around in their heads, and re-emerge in a
different form, in a new voice. This is the proper, ‘long-term’ way in which reading potentially makes
writers. Having ‘a head full of authors’ teaches vocabulary, a delight in turns of phrase – and often an
economy of writing. Using a ‘writing by numbers’ approach will always be harder than learning, as
psycholinguist Frank Smith used to say: ‘in the company of authors’. Because as Angela Carter said:
‘reading a book is like re-writing it for yourself’.
Literacy for pleasure?
Does the phrase ‘reading for pleasure’ flow better than ‘literacy for pleasure’? If, as writer Robert
Macfarlane said recently, ‘the greatest gift of reading is literacy’, then the reverse is also true: becoming
literate is the first step to discovering the lifelong pleasure of reading. But ultimately we need to ‘free
reading from literacy’. It’s much more (and much wider) than that. If most children leave literacy behind
when they leave school, we need to make sure that they take reading with them. And once again, the
school library – along with book provision in classrooms – can make sure that this happens.

1. From his BBC Proms lecture, 16th July 2016.

SLA Owl illustration by Chris Riddell
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7. CREATING A READING CULTURE
You can’t create a reading culture. Not by yourself. But you can and should help to make it happen.
The short (and longer!) answer to how to create a reading culture is: ‘all the other sections of this guide’ (a
thriving library, great books, reading aloud, teacher role models, reading events, following children’s own
choices, and so on) but here are some general starting points. Allow time for it to happen, for as Kenny
Pieper says: ‘Developing a love of reading is a process, not a switch’1.
Built-in, not Bolt-on
A ‘whole-school reading culture’, as it’s referred to in full, is
by definition something that all of the school needs to sign
up to. The librarian (or teacher with library responsibility)
is the key member of what could be an action group to plan
change, along with a senior teacher, parent, governor and
others, with the aim of embedding reading for pleasure in
the school development plan.

ENJOY:
Burglar Bill plays with the baby and shows it
round the house. He feeds it again, changes its
nappy again, washes its clothes and hangs them
on a line in the kitchen. When night comes he
takes the baby for a walk in the park. “Say ‘Run
for it’ if you see anybody”, says Burglar Bill.
“Runfrit,” the baby says.
Janet & Allan Ahlberg’s classic Burglar Bill

Right through the Year
There are many reading celebrations throughout the year (see Appendix 2), and if you’ve a reading culture
in school you’ll embrace these as a way to keep up momentum. Move beyond simply World Book Day and
celebrate folk tales in National Storytelling Week, verse
TRY THIS:
on National Poetry Day, non-fiction during Non-Fiction
The ‘Patron of Reading’ scheme keeps
November. Blow your trumpet for a favourite elephant
reading for pleasure alive throughout the
on Elmer Day, and make space for science fiction during
year by pairing an author, illustrator or
October’s Star Wars Reads. Use diverse books to mark
storyteller with your school. Between the
Black History Month, and spotlight female characters on
visits you arrange, there’s added value from
the patron: blogging, writing for newsletters,
International Women’s Day. And always promote the
tweeting, donating books, giving prizes and
Summer Reading Challenge in public libraries, to ‘keep
more.
literacy warm’ during July/August, with follow-up activities
in Autumn!
Find out more at www.patronofreading.co.uk
Open your eyes (or rent a visitor!)
When you’re familiar with a building, you sometimes cease to notice details, but the whole school
environment should tell people you’re a ‘reading school’. If I visited your school, what would tell me that
it’s a school that values reading… before I got to the library? Would I see photographs of a recent author
visit on your reception area’s computer screen? Would I see ‘reviews’, jumbled book titles, and author
bios, at child’s-eye level in the corridors? Is your classroom book collection in good shape and inviting, or
muddled and unloved? If I asked a child what book they’d last read or heard – or if I stopped a teacher with
the same question! – would I get an answer? Try a ‘visual audit’, and then improve it.
Where’s the evidence?
You’re launching a reading for pleasure campaign?
Great – but be sure to get a baseline first, so you can
measure progress. Use ‘reading audits’ (the National
Literacy Trust has one example), and do your own
attitude survey with children. Before you make
changes, photograph areas of the school. Find allies
amongst other staff, parents or governors, and seek
support from the SLA, or your local School Library
Service (SLS) if you have one. Good luck!
1. From his Reading for Pleasure (‘How to Teach’ series’), 2016.
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THINK ABOUT:
You can tell a school instantly by its library. Or to put
it another way, I can tell you instantly what the library
will be like the moment I enter a school. It’s there in
the animation of the kids, it’s the colour, the sense of
intellectual life in the corridors. It’s in the way they
regard one another and in the way they speak. The
library is the beating heart of any school and its life and
vitality depend on it.
Anthony Horowitz, National Literacy Trust speech

8. A POWERHOUSE FOR READING

“Libraries are greenhouses for brains” (author Nicola Morgan, at the 2019 SLA Conference)
You need a school library!
1 in 8 schools don’t have one1. You need classroom book collections too, because they’re a permanent
reminder of the importance your school attaches to books, and their use can be immediate – but make
sure they’re up-to-date and inviting (you could refresh them regularly from the school library, to stop them
getting stale). But a school library is different from a classroom. It should look different (in style, seating
– maybe in colour scheme) and it should feel different. It’s a special space, where children can become
readers. They should feel it’s theirs (an ‘Our School Library’ sign?), for ‘guilt-free reading’.
All together now
Bringing together resources (because a library only begins with books) means that you’ll spot duplicates (so
save money!), and unlike classroom books, there’s a need for order. Because of this, children will see all the
books you have by each author, start exploring genres, and practise reader-like behaviour. Try to have one
library for all, rather than separate ones for EYFS, KS1, or KS2 – reading tastes are very wide!
Designed for reading:
Is your library central within the school, and on traffic
paths, so that it can be noticed? If not, is it clearly
signposted from all areas? Crucially, has it enough
space? Has it got space to show some books faceout; room for one-off displays, and reading corners?
Does it have floor cushions, easy chairs or sofas to
encourage browsing, and listening posts for audio
books? If your library needs a re-vamp, get help from
the local SLS, or the SLA - and also ask the children
what they’d like to see!

ENJOY:

“Harry - I think I’ve just understood something! I’ve
got to go to the library!” And she sprinted away
up the stairs. “What does she understand?” said
Harry distractedly, still looking around, trying to tell
where the voice came from. “Loads more than I
do” said Ron, shaking his head. “But why has she
got to go to the library?” “Because that’s what
Hermione does” said Ron, shrugging. “When in
doubt go to the library”.
J K Rowling, Harry Potter and the Chamber of
Secrets

Atmosphere and Ambience:
Is your library welcoming? Does it say ‘be yourself’ or ‘be careful’? Right from the start – any displays
outside, signs on the door, and the first things they see as they enter – does it look like a comfortable place,
that intrigues, and one that’s cool for children to be seen in? Does it have posters of pupils or celebrities
reading? Is it somewhere students can drop in, play board games, and meet friends? Children are more
likely to use a facility that their peers endorse, and are involved in.
On the shelf and on display – tempting readers:
Can children find genres that interest them, even in A-Z sequences? Is your library always changing, with
‘author of the month’, ‘book of the week’, mixing fiction and non-fiction? Are signs eye-catching (‘Dare
you read these?’ rather than ‘Ghost Stories’)? Include fiction and non-fiction, comics and magazines, short
stories, quick reads, poetry, jokes, graphic novels, picture books, and more.
The enabling adult
Aidan Chambers’ phrase2 can here include having regular
library visits for all classes (a lovely library is useless without
visitors), parents in the library, and a librarian (however
defined). If the librarian is qualified, that’s a real plus; if
they’re training, that’s great; if they’re full of energy for books
and discovery, and loved by the children, you are one lucky
school!

THINK ABOUT:

“There is no higher life form than a
librarian.”
Terry Pratchett, The Science of Discworld

1. Across England, Wales and Northern Ireland, according to Books2All (www.books2all.co.uk)
2. Tell Me with The Reading Environment, 2011
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9. ROLE MODELS FOR READING
Enthusiasm for books is caught, not taught1.
In their leisure time, there are bound to be some staff who read more than others, but a) it’s useful to find
out who the book fans are; b) it would be good to encourage a ‘critical mass’ of teachers who’ll talk more
about reading; c) children themselves can model reading; and d) this can be supplemented by visitors
(authors, storytellers, and others). It’s also true, of course, that parents and other family members have a
role to play here.
THINK ABOUT:

Any enthusiasm, any time
Teachers (or other adults in your school community) could
talk about their current reading; their favourite books
when young; or the stories they’re reading to children or
grandchildren. They may have an out-of-school interests
– sport, cookery, music, DIY – all of which have non-fiction
books or magazines that they could bring and talk about.

“Mr Pigden gave me that kind of look and I
had to look down at the ground. And then
he spoke to my teacher for 10 minutes, and
said, ‘Come with me.’ And then he changed
my life. We went to the library, and from
that moment on I stayed with him…”
Footballer Ian Wright’s inspirational primary
school teacher

We’re all in this together
Even before the current Ofsted emphasis on ‘reading through subjects’, it’s clear that all staff have a role
to play in this. Fiction and poetry (along with well-written non-fiction, as on this page) can find a place in
every curriculum subject, but the challenge is also to ensure that children hear a range of teachers talking
about what reading means to them, and the pure pleasure of doing it. Everyone can be involved: NTAs,
school dinner staff, caretaking staff, children themselves –
TRY THIS:
right down to the Head Teacher, whose involvement can
lend status to the cause. Any teachers who aren’t avid
Two ideas that will show children that staff
readers can ‘booktalk’ using blurbs, bios and extracts – and read:
- children choose tickets for story sessions
ask their class to recommend titles for them to read!
by a variety of teachers (new voices and
choices!)
- a display of adult non-fiction relating to
staff’s out-of-school interests (beware...) for
children to ‘match book to teacher’!

Authors, Illustrators, Storytellers
Well-planned and followed-up visits from authors and
others can provide a real boost to reading for pleasure.
Ask other schools, or your school library service, for
suggestions, and contact guests either through their websites, a local bookshop, or via an agency (Authors
Aloud UK is only one example).
A community of readers
As well as the ‘book world’ visits you arrange, also invite some ‘real world’ visits from your school
community and local area. A parent, a grandparent, a governor, a local sportsperson, a councillor – any of
these people could read a story, talk about why they enjoy reading, and share what they’re reading to their
families. Children expect authors to say they like reading, but inviting others shows them that ‘ordinary
people’, are also readers. And including BAME figures in these invitations is essential too!
It’s not unusual
Young children who believe that reading’s a normal
leisure activity will be more likely to regard it as ‘cool’
when they’re in their teens. Secondary schools will be
grateful to you! In Geraldine McCaughrean’s succinct
words: ‘Be seen reading. If you don’t, they won’t’.

ENJOY:

“Everything you do – good or bad – has an effect
on the world around you. Fighting plastic is a
brilliant way you can change the world for the
better. Doing something simple for 2 minutes
every day – such as picking up plastic litter –
turns you into a superhero.”
Kids Fight Plastic, by Martin Dorey, from the SLA
Information Book Award’s 2020 shortlist

1. Katie Miles, from CLPE’s The Power of a Rich Reading Classroom, 2020.
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10. BRINGING IT ALIVE!
If you want your child to be brilliant, read them fairy tales. If you want your child to be a genius… read
them more fairy tales. Albert Einstein knew that a head full of fantasy and possibilities would enable
imaginative leaps – even in an area like theoretical physics. Telling stories and reading aloud are also some
of the best ways to demonstrate the pleasure of reading,
ENJOY:
and the less children encounter this at home, the more
important it is that teachers do it.
Anansi and Mouse were friends, but
they knew someone who wasn’t a friend
at all – Kisander the cat. In her garden,
Kisander had a Dokanoo tree – a pudding
tree! – and Anansi and Mouse did like
puddings. One night Anansi said: “Let’s
creep into Kisander’s garden, and take
some puddings…

Stories: Reading and Telling
With luck, the youngest child will hear stories at home, or in
a pre-school setting, but schools need to make sure that the
‘nursery tales’ (from whichever heritage) are familiar to
children, as well as introducing modern classics like
Owl Babies, Mog, The Very Hungry Caterpillar,
Anansi and the Pudding Tree (various
Where the Wild Things Are and so many others. These can
retellings)
be read aloud: look for chances to join in (refrains, animal
noises), and use as much expression as possible, for at this age ‘it is impossible to go over the top’1!

It’s a great benefit for children to hear a variety of voices, and this may include inviting a professional
storyteller to school. Storytellers normally work from memory, often using traditional folktales, and it’s a
good idea for any teacher to also have 2-3 stories in their head too; it’s impressive for children, and useful
for when no books are to hand.
TRY THIS:

Short Stories, Serials and Starters
- Choose read-aloud fiction which has sequels,
As children move up the school, keep reading aloud!
others by the same author, or with easy ‘What
Nexts?’, so you avoid exciting a demand you
‘Chapter books’ can be serialised (children learn how
can’t feed.
narrative pulls you into, and through, the story). Short
stories (Paul Jennings’ 5-6 minute stories with a twist are
– The Society for Storytelling (www.sfs.org.uk)
just one example, along with folk tale collections) can be
has advice on who could visit, as well as tips for
great – end of period, or any time. Try ‘starters’ too – the starting a storytelling club in school.
first paragraph or chapter, to tempt children to read on for
themselves – and don’t leave picture books behind, because many are designed for older readers, or all
ages.
Rhymes and Riddles
Many picture books are actually in verse (e.g. Nick Sharratt’s Shark in the Park), and there are books of
poetry to use with the youngest child. Poetry needs to continue right through school: rhyme, rhythm and
repetition help reading and remembering, and children learn the fun of ‘playing with words’, and the sheer
beauty of language. From ‘The owl and the pussy-cat went to sea in a beautiful pea-green boat’ to ‘Be nice
to yu turkeys dis Christmas, Cos turkeys jus wanna hav fun’, poetry stays with you for life. And in case you
doubt the role of read-aloud riddles to get children laughing (and thinking!), consider the irresistible: ‘What
has a bottom at the top?’
THINK ABOUT:

Are you keeping up?
Whilst ‘thou shalt not’ may reach the head, it
takes ‘once upon a time’ to reach the heart.
Almost anything can be read aloud, including
biography and narrative non-fiction, but
Philip Pullman
keep refreshing your choice of ‘class
reader’, because you’re showcasing the best
and the brightest. Ask other teachers, and read reviews, to avoid tired and over-familiar
choices – there’s some great new children’s fiction out there! Oh, and one more thing: asking
children to each read one paragraph of a story is not going to foster reading for pleasure!
1. Janice Del Negro, Folktales Aloud: Practical Advice for Playful Storytelling, 2014.
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11. RIGHT FROM THE START
Getting it right, from the start, couldn’t be more important – though ‘the start’ of a child’s reading journey
can be in different places. Ideally that journey starts at home, and is continued perhaps in a pre-school
setting such as nursery, playgroup or childminder. Early Years teachers are hopefully passing on this
message to new parents, but pre-school and Early Years classes often have ground to make up.
ENJOY:

Early Years: Discovering how books work
Shhh! Be quiet! Shhh! You are about to enter a
For children who’ve not met many books before, Early
giant’s castle. Come inside. Now you must be
Years classes can valuably model ‘how books work’:
holding them the right way up, finding the way in, turning QUIET! The giant will cook you for his tea if he
catches you! Let’s look on the next page. Shhh!
pages, and so on. When stories are read aloud, they can
be brought alive by a puppet or object; anticipation can
Sally Grindley and Peter Utton’s lift-the-flap
Shhh! picture book is still one of my go-to readbe heightened by talking about the cover and the blurb;
alouds
and the performance can be dramatized by prediction as
the pages are turned: “What do you think she saw…? Let’s find out”. Add to this the interaction mentioned
in the last section (choruses, animal noises, actions) and you have an experience which is great fun and
stays in the memory. This ‘books mean fun’ message is essential in making children eager to read, because
it promises a way for them to recreate this fun for themselves.
Choice starts here
TRY THIS:
One of the defining points about a reading for pleasure
Young children’s favourite stories – with their
approach is encouraging and respecting children’s
names on – can form an attractive display or
reading choices. This way they’re less likely to see
mobile, and books can be displayed with relevant
literacy as ‘something done to them’, and more
objects (a teddy with We’re going on a Bear Hunt).
likely to ‘believe that they’re readers’. If children are
Make connections too: other books about bears;
about quests; with scary endings; or others by
surrounded by books, and regularly read to, there’s
Michael Rosen…
scope for asking about their likes and dislikes, and
letting them choose favourites (remember that a
favourite could come from home, too). Every child’s favourite is valid, and it’s OK not to like a book.
Keep it fun, keep it moving, take your time
Don’t be tempted into constant questions (“What colour is that? What’s this called?”) or it’ll become an
oral exam, and the narrative will sag. If the book’s worth reading, you will – you should – read it again, and
there’ll be time for quizzing later. That first time is precious, so let the story ‘bloom in their heads’.
If a child asks a question, of course you should answer – or the question will keep coming back! Picture
books are a lovely ‘slow read’ experience; as Shirley Hughes said: ‘the zappy quick-quick-quick visual
response demanded by popular culture militates against picture books, where children must be taught to
slow down and look (My italics).
We’re going on a book hunt!
Nicholas Tucker talks of children absorbing the detail of a picture, and adds: ‘next time the child looks
at that book, the same object will still be there, and in that way a tiny part of the child’s life will already
have become more predictable, and therefore more potentially manageable’1. Michael Rosen and Helen
Oxenbury’s classic (adapted from a US folk chant) is justly popular, and is a great starting point for building
an early years book collection which will lead children into other authors, and ways of illustrating. It’s
exactly this impressionable age when children need to encounter stories with leading female characters,
children from black and minority ethnic backgrounds (Eileen Browne’s Handa’s Surprise is one example of
both things), along with books with a dual language text, that enable some parents to share them at home
– and are interesting to look and talk about anyway!

1. Nicholas Tucker, The Child and the Book, 1990.
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12. THE FIRST BOOK I EVER READ
In my case, many years ago, this eureka moment was accomplished with E E Ellsworth’s Neddy KnowNothing. Do you remember the first book you read, right through? The chances are that you were elated
at your success! This section is about early reading, and how we can ensure that this first delight becomes
a lifelong pleasure – turning joie de vivre into joie des livres, if you like.
Reading schemes
In the past, reading schemes have been justly criticised for mindless
repetition, gender roles, class bias, and more. Now, most schemes
are story-based, and despite the challenge of vitalising phonicsheavy texts, children are much better served. Both they and their
parents, however, can become preoccupied by grades and levels, and
we should discourage parents from buying reading scheme books,
and public libraries from stocking them. ‘Books’, as author Bernard
Ashley said, ‘are a cause for celebration, not calibration’, and there
are so many other great things to read out there!

ENJOY:
I really read it! Just like that!
Word by word, From first to last!
I’m sleeping with this book in
bed, this first FIRST book I’ve
ever read!
Part of My Book, a poem by
David L Harrison

We need more!
Having said that, there’s still room for more standalone early reading books. The first stage is enlivened
by the brightness of Helen Nicoll’s Meg and Mog series, the rumpety-rhymes of Dr Seuss, and the
poignant stories of Arnold Lobel’s Frog and Toad series, and it’s good to see some of Julia Donaldson’s
titles appearing in early reading editions. Later on, Allan Ahlberg, Shoo Rayner and Francesca Simon are
just three authors who’ve added to stand-out classics such as Flat Stanley, and who prove – as does Kevin
Crossley-Holland’s Storm, easily – that there’s good writing for younger children. More, please!
Ladder or Zig-Zag?
Many people think that learning to read is like a ladder: one book, then a harder book, and so on, everupwards. In my experience, it’s more like a zig-zag; the normal curve is still upwards, but there are sudden
advances, slippages and pauses for breath. A child may successfully read a book several notches higher
than their supposed reading level, simply because they are interested in it. The classic example is dinosaur
books, whose long names were mastered by the motivated. Similarly, a child may choose a book below
their normal level: to relax, perhaps re-read, read to a sibling, or enjoy the undemanding ride. Should we
stop either of these things happening? No! This is exactly how successful readers behave, and although we
adults never really stop learning to read, remember that UK adults supposedly have an average reading age
of 9, and newspapers that of 8-14. How’s your reading level doing? In my case, ‘the classic I always
promised I’d read’ may not end up being ‘the book I’ll pack for the beach’!
There’s no such thing…
THINK ABOUT:
…as an eight-year-old girl, or a ten-year-old boy, when it
“The path of a reader is not a runway
comes to reading. Everyone’s at a different stage, often at
but more a hack through a forest, with
a different time – and they’ll have different reading tastes.
individual twists and turns, entanglements
Publishers and websites may give suggested reading ages,
and moments of surprise.”
John Holden, 2004
but there’s no substitute for teachers reading, and making
that judgement themselves. Besides, occasionally finding
that a book is too hard for you is part of everyone’s reading
experience. If it happens early on, with no criticism, it needn’t be as daunting as is sometimes feared.
There’s also no such thing as ‘quality literature’ – by which I mean that children don’t think like this, and we
shouldn’t impose the notion until much later, if at all. Give them a Carnegie Medal winner and the most
undemanding ‘quick read’; they’ll be annoyingly indiscriminating and say they liked both! Saying “Why
don’t you read something more challenging?” will deter a lot of readers. Respect their choices, work from
there, and let them build confidence with ‘the speed of devouring’ amongst ‘the struggle of deciphering’.
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13. BOYS, GIRLS AND READERS
As this title suggests, whatever gender or agenda our lives involve, all of us are potential readers. In this
section though, let’s dip into some of the issues about boys’ and girls’ reading tastes and behaviour.
Everybody knows…
“Well, you know what boys are like!” Tired assumptions about gender mean that both boys and girls
can end up living up to the pigeon-holing we subconsciously use – as Anne Fine showed with such sharp
humour in ‘Bill’s New Frock’. Teachers aren’t helped, of course, by external stereotyping: media (and social
media) content, family and friends’ views, and marketing by publishers, toy shops and others.
Boys into Books
Here are some frequent conclusions from surveys about boys’
reading – but only testing them against boys in your school will
tell you whether they’re really true or not. Ask open questions,
or just observe, and check library borrowing records:
• Boys are more likely to read for a purpose – if they can see
the point in it. They often prefer non-fiction, illustrated
books (including comics and graphic novels), and ‘fun facts’.
• They’re drawn to out-of-school interests (e.g. sport,
computers), and enjoy fast-paced stories with plenty of
action, along with TV and film tie-ins. They’re ‘grazers, rather
than diners’.

ENJOY:
Jake collected the ball in midfield and
looked up. There was no-one from his
village team ahead of him. Nor at the
side of him. Just three defenders from
the other team, the keeper and the
goal. It was down to Jake to win this
game…
Boys United (Football Academy), by
Tom Palmer

On the other hand…
Some boys’ ‘collecting instinct’ attracts them to series fiction; working through a series and swapping titles
means they may talk to others about their reading. Their frequent interest in technology means they’re
probably reading more than you think, and it can be used to their advantage, trialling e-books, creating
video or audio story trailers, etc. They’re susceptible to peer pressure, so any initiatives with peer leaders
will attract followers. Short-form reading like riddles, poetry and short stories can work well. Use role
models too: Dads and Grandads can assist any male teachers in getting the message across. And remember
that non-fiction is just as useful reading practice as fiction.
Girls just want to have books
The perception is that girls read more than boys, and are
attracted to books about friends, school, and animals – but
this is only half the story. Firstly, many girls have much
wider reading tastes, and secondly, more books with positive
role models would attract girls to less-usual genres such as
science fiction or sport – A F Harrold’s Greta Zargo books or
Helena Pielichaty’s Girls FC football stories, for example.

TRY THIS:
Boys can respond well to becoming pupil
library assistants; it gives confidence, can
involve IT, and is a way of them discovering
new titles – as well as sharing a job with
girls! The SLA has a pupil librarian toolkit,
and supports the ‘Pupil Library Assistant of
the Year’ award.

Even better together
The more stories that involve both girls and boys, the more you can get valuable discussions going between
both categories of reader. Surveys also suggest that both boys and girls share some reading tastes: funny
books, adventure stories, and scary stories are only three examples. Look out for stories with leading
female characters, from the youngest readers onwards. Highlight all kinds of author websites, and
alternate between male and female ‘reading guests’. Make sure female teachers are just as enthusiastic
about ’boy-friendly’ genres. TV and film topics will appeal to both, as will well-chosen graphic novels and
manga books. Confident speakers about books could come from either category, or perhaps girls could
create a list of books they think boys will like and vice versa!
‘Reading is reading’, so make sure everything counts, not just what you want, or hope, they’ll read!
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14. NURTURING KEEN READERS
Sometimes we can be understandably preoccupied with helping less able children. Keen readers need to
be supported too, of course, and they can be a great asset in your reading for pleasure campaign.
It’s a peer thing
ENJOY:
A 2003 MORI poll survey found that children were four times
“I’m wondering what to read next,”
more likely to read a book recommended by one of their peers,
Matilda said. “I’ve finished all the
than by a teacher. I suspect suggestions by a librarian who’s
children’s books”. “You mean you’ve
seen as a familiar ‘reading friend’ may be accepted more readily. looked at the pictures” asked Mrs
As children grow older, parents may be listened to least of all,
Phelps. “Yes, but I’ve read all the books
with: “I read this when I was your age – you must try it!” often
as well”. “I thought some were very
poor,” Matilda said, “but others were
being the kiss of death!
lovely. I liked The Secret Garden best
Fight to stop keen readers being dismissed as ‘bookworms’,
of all”.
because they’re potential role models, and especially with
Roald Dahl’s Matilda, shortly before
sequels and series, that playground currency of: “I’ve read No.
she starts reading Great Expectations…
3 – have you got No. 4?” is gold dust. As section 13 points out,
this works well with boys, and quotes from any peer leaders
(maybe photograph them, adding speech bubbles!) can lead to demand from others.
Buddies and Mentors
Keen readers can join volunteer adults in becoming mentors for those children wanting support and
direction, and pairing up ‘reading buddies’ between younger and older readers can work well with age
groups as wide as ‘Early Years with Year 6’, as well as other choices within this range.
Reading Ambassadors
Your keenest readers show the school at its best, so make use of them – in assemblies, during lunchtime
events, and in after-school clubs. This is another area
TRY THIS:
where non-fiction can shine; there may be many children
Keen readers could be the core of a school
passionate about an out-of-school activity who’d enthuse
reading group, meeting regularly to either
about how books, magazines and websites have helped
share a book all have read, or simply talk
them with it. Because keen readers will exhaust your
about books they’ve enjoyed. Such a group
school library’s stock more quickly, remember to make use
(or a pupil librarian group) could also take a
of school library services. Public libraries too, of course,
role in book selection, not just for their own
provide a fresh choice of books; taking classes to a local
age range but for everyone. Give a small
group a budget, and take them to a local
library creates new members who’ll use it at other times,
bookshop to spend it, for instance.
and it can be just the lifeline that keeps them open.
Ideas for all!
Any school library should have a range of ideas to encourage different categories of children: e.g.
something for children who never visit; perhaps something for boys; something for children new to the
school; and something for those keen readers. Book quizzes are a chance for keen readers to shine, as is
their involvement in local book awards, or shadowing national ones.
Feedback from the fans
When you buy new books for school, you may sometimes have to do so without reading them first. Your
band of keen readers can help! They’ll feel special
THINK ABOUT:
being given the first access to books, before others
Find books for the readers, not readers for the
have read them, and their feedback will commend
books.
the books to other children, as well as providing you
(Once they’re hooked, then you can widen their
with an extra incentive to catch up on them!
reading horizons, use tactful signposts along their
reading journey, and watch them develop…).
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15. RECHARGING RELUCTANT READERS
The phrase ‘reluctant reader’ has become universal not least because of its alliteration. Teacher and author
Donalyn Miller1 prefers the term ‘dormant readers’, arguing that these are children who have not yet found
the right book to hook them into the reading habit. Remember that this category doesn’t include those
with reading difficulty; reluctant readers ‘can read, but choose not to’.
THINK ABOUT:

Start where they are, and respect their choices
A question librarians regularly use to the book-baffled is:
There is no such thing as a reluctant
reader. A reluctant reader is a child for
“Well… what did you last remember enjoying?”, because it
whom an adult has not found the right
gives a starting point on which to build. Another essential is
book.
to find out exactly which aspect appealed from a book; Harry
Potter fans may enjoy the school story, the magic, or the
(Change ‘an adult’ for ‘another reader’
in author Paul Jennings’s quote and you
adventure elements of J K Rowling’s books.
allow peers to be important too…)
It’s vital not to belittle children’s own choices, either in words
or in tone of voice. Be positive, it’s all too common for
parents’ concern to leak into children’s minds, and as Margaret Meek warned: “One thing is certain, we
shall not make indifferent readers keener by going on about how important reading is”2. Children may
appear to be ‘stuck on a series’, but that process may be building valuable reading confidence. Enid
Blyton’s adventure series gave that confidence because of their familiarity (in my memory, Chapter 3 was
always ‘A noise in the night’!), and other authors (Adam Blade, Daisy Meadows…) do so today.
If you liked that, you might like this…
A library (and book-savvy teachers) can signpost ‘reading connections’ – other books by the same author,
others in the same genre. Websites such as Who Next? And the now-older but still-useful Ultimate Book
Guide series will help. Sometimes the size of a book can be daunting to those with less reading stamina:
so start with short stories, riddles, joke books, and bite-sized verse. Outside interests can also spark off
reading suggestions. Football fans, for instance, can be pointed at books about football skills; biographies
of famous footballers; and football stories.
TV and Tech, Words and Pictures
Use film and TV tie-ins (especially newer editions with covers from the film). It’s easy to find out
forthcoming book adaptations, so advertise them, and have a ‘read it first’ campaign. Reluctant readers
may respond to e-books, and there’s more on-screen reading than you think, even in computer games.
Comics (‘warm and inviting yet often surprising and challenging’, as Comics Laureate Hannah Berry put it)
should also be part of the menu – because a selection of tasty
TRY THIS:
reading is what you need to create!
Humour is a great draw for reluctant

Reading: A Rewarding Experience?
readers. Look at ‘the Lollies’… the Laugh
Maybe like me you enjoy reading for its own sake, but a topic out Loud Book Awards, for titles to try.
that divides opinion is whether children should be offered
extrinsic motivation – essentially, ‘reading to earn rewards’.
Many schools have reading incentive schemes of one kind or another, either home-made or bought-in.
They may be as simple as adding leaves to a reading tree, with stickers for prizes, or they may involve
major investment in labelling and computer quizzes. They may be targeted only at certain year groups, or
categories such as reluctant readers. They may be short-term, to kickstart progress, or last through school.
Pressure may be added by parents offering gifts when children reach reading targets.
Incentive schemes can produce an immediate result (more children may be seen reading) but consider
whether they’re reading for pleasure or ‘reading for points’, and think about their reading futures, when
incentives are withdrawn. Incentives or not, we still need to ‘talk up’ reading… or we’ve lost them.
1. Donalyn Miller, The Book Whisperer, 2009.
2. Margaret Meek, Learning to Read, 1986.
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16. JUMPING READING HURDLES
Albert Einstein, from whom we’ve already heard, could barely read at 8 years old. He’s not the only famous
slow starter, but it’s fair to say he overcame this hurdle in
ENJOY:
spectacular style later!
This section looks at examples of situations that might make
reading more of a challenge for children, though it should
be stressed that every child’s situation is different, and these
examples, though together here, need not be comparable.

I – am – in – the – slow – readers –
group – that – is – all – I – am – in – I –
hate – it.
Part of Allan Ahlberg’s Slow Reader
poem, from Please Mrs Butler. Though
written in the 1980s, it still reminds us
to look through children’s eyes, and
shows the importance of reading aloud
well, to offset children’s own halting
delivery and show ‘the fun of fluency’
that’s to come.

Struggling readers
Former SLA President Gervase Phinn recounted a young boy
struggling, but persisting, with a reading book. “Why are you
trying so hard?” Gervase asked him. “So I can stop”, said the
boy. Sometimes the pleasure of reading – at least, independent
reading – seems a long way away, but there are ways to help. As
suggested elsewhere in this guide, concise items like poems, jokes, and short stories can give confidence.
Also look for ‘Hi-Lo’ material, with a reading age below its interest age, of which Barrington Stoke is one of
the best-known publishers (the SLA can tell you more).
Involve struggling readers in book-related activities where reading isn’t as critical – helping make short
audio clips or podcasts about reading; using video to make film clips (book trailers, readers talking about
books, author visits, etc.); photographing ‘readers with their favourite books’; or providing illustrations for
displays. In these ways they’ll still feel part of the reading
THINK ABOUT:
community, and for this reason you also need to include
simpler choices in assembly book talks too.
Make sure everyone gets the experience
of stories (read aloud, use audio books,

get buddies to read, try picture books for
EAL children
older readers), even if their own reading’s
Liaise with any specialist teachers, or community language
poor.
users, and start early. The same materials mentioned above,
along with picture books and comics, may be useful. Consider
wordless picture books, where parent and child could re-tell the story in more than one language. Try to
find stories set in or near children’s home countries, or by those countries’ authors. Folktales are often
easier to find (Richard Monte’s The Dragon of Krakow is one example from Poland, and second-hand book
sources will provide more). Check your stock for stories about the immigrant experience (Sarah Garland’s
Azzi in Between, or Mary Hoffman’s The Colour of Home, for instance).
Include in your range of library activities those which place EAL children on a more even footing – e.g.
a team approach to any quizzes, etc., where they can contribute without being singled out. Library and
reading activities that actively favour EAL students – e.g. quiz questions on their home countries, or
international subjects like ‘food around the world’ create self-confidence.
TRY THIS:

Reads for all needs
Show you value reading all round the
Finding books for a range of special educational needs is
school: ‘menu card mini-stories’ at the
a challenge worth undertaking, but a larger subject than
midday meal, or poems on the back of
this guide has space for. With all this section’s categories,
toilet cubicle doors!
make sure that children hear books brought alive: poetry,
storytelling, book ‘tasters’ and more will keep a love of
reading going despite the hurdles. Have quiet reading time (DEAR, ERIC, SNARFF, SQUIRT1 – with teachers
reading too!) regularly, and give books as the school’s ‘default prize’: just two more ways to show that
reading’s valued, and it’s for everyone!
1. Drop Everything And Read, Everyone Reading In Class, Stop Now And Read For Fun, Sustained Quiet Uninterrupted
Independent Reading Time
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17. OLDER READERS
Is your school’s aim simply to get its top year of children to a certain reading level – or is it to help create
children who become adult readers? If this second task seems daunting, remember that if you succeed,
you’ll eventually have book-aware parents who’ll make your school’s job much easier when their children
become your new intake!
ENJOY:

Moving on
Transition can happen at several stages – from Infant to
Junior, First to Middle, Primary to Secondary, Middle to
High, and perhaps from Secondary to Further or Higher
Education. At each stage, sustaining reading for pleasure
should be important, partly because it can start to sag
if not supported (particularly when the curriculum gets
more ‘earnest’), and partly because it provides a thread
between schools that builds confidence. Primary children
recognising books by familiar authors in a secondary
library, for instance, can be wonderfully reassuring (hence
the need for some ‘overlap’ of provision).

Molly Moon looked down at her pink,
blotchy legs. It wasn’t the bathwater that
was making them pink and mottled like
Spam; they were always that colour. And so
skinny. Maybe one day, like an ugly duckling
turning into a swan, her knock-kneed legs
might grow into the most beautiful legs in
the world. Some hope.
Molly Moon’s Incredible Book of Hypnotism,
by Georgia Byng – and perhaps an early
antidote to body image disquiet!

Safe Liaisons
Primary schools should liaise with local secondaries when it comes to upper-primary choices of class books.
It’s very valuable for a secondary to know what books have been used with the children they inherit, and it
means that primaries don’t pre-empt titles that the secondary might plan to use with its new intake. It can
also lead to creating cross-phase reading groups, a great transition exercise.
Reading Up and Reading Down
Reading aloud can expose children to books that they may not yet be able to read for themselves, and
(subject to the liaison mentioned above, and your awareness of content) can open doors to all the delights
that older fiction can involve, including its power to shock and surprise, confrontation with modern issues,
and limitless ability to imagine. At the top of the school, give tastes of what’s to come.
Encourage children to re-read if they want, because many books reveal layers absent on the first, ‘plotlevel’ reading. Alice in Wonderland and Winnie-the-Pooh are two classics that offer much more on rereading, and later examples include Charlotte’s Web, the Moomin books and the first Harry Potter book.
At the other end of transition, the best secondary school libraries I know have picture book collections,
which offer so much in terms of recognition, art appreciation, parenting material, and more.
Discerning young readers?
As children’s reading journeys progress, they’ll have
stronger likes and dislikes. A good school library will
offer plenty to indulge these choices, and a good school
librarian can make tactful suggestions challenging them
to try different authors and genres. If these don’t work,
that’s OK; Daniel Pennac’s Rights of the Reader1 include
‘the right to skip’, ‘the right not to finish’, and even ‘the
right not to read’.

THINK ABOUT:
I’m not a great fan of book reviews, especially
‘prescribed ones’, and even book talk should
be sought tactfully. The more special a book
is to a reader, the less they may want to talk
about it. Put yourself in their place: if I asked
you to review every book you read, you might
read fewer!

By now, they should have developed a critical vocabulary beyond the simplistic ABC of younger book
responses (‘Ace, Boring, or Crap’). They’ll be able to talk about (perhaps write about) what they enjoy, in a
way that will continue to inspire other readers… because, as this guide began by saying: readers are made
by readers.
1. From his book Reads like a Novel, 1992, and often available in poster form.
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18. CAN’T PARENTS HELP?
Yes, of course! As most schools know, parents vary in how responsive they are to playing a role in reading,
and how easy it is for them to do it. Schools also need to be clear with parents that reading for pleasure
needs a light touch: reading to and with children is best ‘little and often’; not competing with TV;
somewhere comfortable; and using positives not negatives. “Well done, you read a whole page!” is so
much better than: “You’re not having the TV back on until you’ve finished that chapter!”
Where the Reading Journey begins
Ideally, ‘children are made readers on the laps of their parents’, as
US author Emilie Buchwald said. Gifting schemes like Bookstart
and Bookbug prompt parents to start early, and ‘Rhyme Time’
sessions at public libraries keep up the fun, also enabling parents
to meet and share ideas. As school starts, Time to Read and
Bookbug packs are available for the first school year of many UK
children, and those children who’ve already associated books with
pleasure will be raring to read.

ENJOY:
You may have tangible wealth untold,
Caskets of jewels and coffers of gold,
But richer than I you can never be I had a mother who read to me.
American poet Strickland Gillilan

Persevering with print
“How am I ever going to learn to read,” cried one little girl “when all the words are different!” The role of
parents can be to reassure, to act as models, and to ‘show what readers look like’. Even magazines, screen
reads, and the odd cookery book can show that reading has a value. Expand Gillilan’s poem above though,
and let’s hear it for Dads (particularly as boy-motivators), and other family members too.
Caution parents not to obsess about their child’s difficulty with any words – give them a couple of quick
goes, then tell them and carry on, to keep the book moving,
THINK ABOUT:
and fun.
Start where children are
Encourage parents to follow up any books children have
enjoyed at school; the public library may have others by the
same author, or sequels, or similar stories. Less-motivated
readers may be hooked via a subject they’re already keen on,
and sub-titles on TV programmes will keep up the reading
while they watch!

“When I became obsessed with football
my Mum discovered the way to engage
her child with reading for pleasure. She
used newspapers, magazines, books and
Ceefax (at the time) about football to
change my attitude to reading and – I have
no doubts about it – to change my life.”
Author Tom Palmer

Reading to your children
Encourage parents to read aloud to their children up to any age at which they’re willing to listen. Children
who read early may be so proud of their skill they’ll insist on using it, but my son was more than happy
to hear every Lloyd Alexander and Joan Aiken book I could serialise! One of the saddest sentences I hear
is: “Well, we used to read to her when she was little, but now she can read, we don’t need to”. Reading
aloud is a regular reminder of the joys of reading; it’s a close time, an excuse for a long hug, and something
children will remember when they’re older. Parents will share book references with their children (“She’s
just like the girl in the Amazing Grace books!”), and help them enjoy playing with words, and their misuse
(my father was amused by the park’s ‘No Cycling Dogs Allowed’ sign).
A Reading Culture at Home
Parents who take their children to the local library, who make sure that every birthday includes a book
present, who talk about books at mealtimes, and who are seen reading themselves will create a culture of
reading in the house. They’ll be more willing to help fund an author visit (and should be invited to sit in
on it). Even when children are older, parents showing an interest is a bonus: “What are you reading? Is it
good? Do you think I’d like it?”. They’re raising children who’ll read to their children in turn.
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19. HOW DO I KNOW IF I’VE SUCCEEDED?
We know a lot about children’s reading abilities, but often little about their reading tastes. At every year
group move and transition stage, ‘reading notes’ about children (favourite authors and genres, etc.) could
prove very useful to those following up their progress as readers.
What tells you a child reads for pleasure is their knowledge of authors, sequels, and ‘others like’; the
amount of time they spend reading; their membership
THINK ABOUT:
and use of the local library; and above all their personal
“If a child leaves Year Six without a Level 4,
enthusiasm for reading.

it’s a disappointment; if a child leaves Year
Six without a love of reading, it’s a disaster.”

Decide at the outset
Encouraging more children to read (and children to read
Jon Biddle, Patron of Reading scheme, 2015
more) should be a long-term campaign. Have clear aims at
the outset, decide which activities you’ll try in the first year,
the second year, and so on; build in milestones and celebrations (to keep up momentum); keep collecting
evidence.
Evidence can be quantitative: number of children in the library at any one time; number of children who
joined in events (and number of parents who attended); numbers of children who’ve joined the public
library; borrowing data from a school library’s computer management system. Record figures by gender, to
give an idea of (say) how many fathers are becoming involved, what the ‘top ten books being read by girls’
is, and so on.
Evidence can also be qualitative, covering improvements in pupils’ curriculum work (e.g. enlarged
vocabulary traceable to wider reading); improvements you’ve noted in their confidence in speaking about
books; comments on what they’ve read; behaviour; etc. There are many more aspects you can measure
(increased motivation, for example), and ways of measuring (observation, survey, interviews, polls).
Above all, send this evidence to your Head and senior management regularly (don’t wait to be asked!),
because it helps you argue for funding; in the same way, it backs up any grant applications or appeals to
local companies. Finally, remember to have a list of ‘wants’ ready, if money needs to be spent quickly!
Anecdotal evidence
Although anecdotal evidence may not be the ‘hard facts’ that Head Teachers ask for, it’s often very
revealing, and enlivens any report you make. It may reveal something that reinforces what you do (‘Miss,
while we’re waiting for our parents, will you read to us? We love it when you read to us’), or
genuinely give you pause for thought (‘I never really minded reading until I was forced to read books I
wasn’t interested in’, one child wrote). One reason reading surveys are so valuable is that they throw up
comments of this kind: Jon Biddle’s class survey included ‘Are you a member of a local library?’, to which
one child responded emphatically: “YESS, what do you take me for? A non-library card owner?”
Visitors to school also provide opportunity for children’s feedback, and while in my case it’s flattering to
be called ‘an inspirer to people all over the world’ and ‘epicness on a stick’, it’s even nicer to hear: ‘After
your departure I had a positive scramble in the poetry section of the library by boys, a sight I have never
witnessed before’. Authors and other guests have similar feedback, and it keeps us going.
A picture is worth a thousand words
Photograph or video all you do, circulate these to classes, notify parents via social media, and add them
to reports. Quirky photographs of students reading in the library bring home the impact you’re having, as
do the ‘extreme reading’ photographs you can encourage, of children reading in unusual places. Corridor
displays can also include ‘My Mum Reads’ or ‘My Dad Reads’, with pictures of parents reading, along with
boys reading, girls reading – and of course teachers with their favourite books!
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20. WHERE ELSE CAN I GET HELP?
Organisations to turn to – and to join!
There are many organisations who will help. To save a daunting list, here are the key ones; your enquiries
will lead to others, to magazines like Books for Keeps, and of course to your local school library service, if
you have one.
The School Library Association (www.sla.org.uk) provides advice, regional and online training, national
conferences, and local branch support to schools. Its publications include a quarterly journal and
guidelines, and it has an advice line and an extensive website. It runs multiple awards (e.g. for information
books, library design and staff) and advocates nationally for school libraries.
The National Literacy Trust (www.literacytrust.org.uk) promotes literacy, and works with schools, parents
and local communities. It runs training, and commissions major research reports. It has a large number
of programmes and projects, including primary examples like the football-related ‘Premier League Primary
Stars’ and ‘Shooting Stars’; ‘Love our Libraries’; and ‘Young Readers Programme’.
The Centre for Literacy in Primary Education (CLPE) (www.clpe.co.uk) offers training and resources with a
primary focus, and a valuable library at its London base. It also provides regional training, and its ‘Power of
Reading’ project will give you lots of ideas.
The Book Trust (www.booktrust.org.uk) runs the Bookstart programme, the Blue Peter Awards, the
Children’s Laureate, and other campaigns. It has tips and booklists for teachers and parents.
Books to read
			
CLPE
Chambers, Aidan
Cremin, Teresa
Gallagher, Kelly
Jennings, Paul
Krashen, Stephen K
Lockwood, Michael
Meek, Margaret
Miller, Donalyn
Pieper, Kenny
Quigley, Alex
Rundell, Katherine
Trelease, Jim

The Power of a Rich Reading Classroom Corwin, 2020
Tell Me with The Reading Environment Thimble Press, 2011
Building Communities of Engaged Readers Routledge, 2014
Readicide Stenhouse, 2009
The Reading Bug, and how to help your child to catch it Puffin, 2004
The Power of Reading: Insights from the Research Heinemann, 2004
Promoting Reading for Pleasure in the Primary School Sage, 2008
On Being Literate Bodley Head, 1991
The Book Whisperer: Awakening the Inner Reader in Every Child John Wiley, 2009
Reading for Pleasure [‘How to Teach’ series] Independent Thinking Press, 2016
Closing the Reading Gap Routledge, 2020
Why you should read Children’s Books… Bloomsbury, 2019
The Read-Aloud Handbook (8th ed) Penguin, 2019

Other websites
Who Next Children’s Author Guide (www.whonextguide.com) has useful ‘who writes like’ suggestions
Open University Reading for Pleasure website (www.researchrichpedagogies.org) has valuable ideas
Blogs and Social Media
Reading for Pleasure Facebook Group (www.facebook.com/groups/1544272119166812)
Blogs by individuals:
- Jon Biddle (https://childrenreadingforpleasure.blogspot.com)
- Richard Ruddick (https://comicsinclass.school.blog/)
- Freya McLaughlin (https://childrensbooks145207223.wordpress.com)
- Mister Bodd (https://misterbodd.wordpress.com/)
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APPENDIX 1. IDEAS BANK
This headline list of ideas includes those in the text, and the ‘TRY THIS’ boxes, but many more hints and tips have
been added. The ideas are arranged within the guide’s main sections – but some will fit in more than one section, so
do skim the whole list to pick up any ideas that will be useful.
I’m immensely grateful to many people for contributions to this list: they include close friends and colleagues,
teachers and librarians whose work I’ve admired, other SLA publications, books from the list in ‘WHERE ELSE CAN I
GET HELP?’, and those who responded to social media call-outs made by the SLA and through Facebook groups such
as the ‘Reading for Pleasure’ one. Although sources and individuals are too many to name, or not always possible to
trace, I’m equally grateful to all of them.

Introduction (and general ideas)
- This is an SLA Guide, and if you haven’t already, joining the SLA is the best possible first step!
- Have a whole-school vision, policy and strategy
- Start an action group to plan change, along with a senior teacher, parent, governor and others: embed
reading for pleasure in the school development plan, and as part of other priorities
- Find allies on the school staff, to work with (Literacy staff but also others; anyone who’s enthusiastic)
- Set up regular meetings with Literacy/English and EAL staff, focussing on reading for pleasure
- Send regular library statistics to senior management (issues, event attendance, numbers at lunchtimes)
Reading Instruction and Reading for Pleasure are Different
- Creating ‘the reading habit’ needs different approaches to improving reading
- Children’s personal choice of books is vital, to give them control of their reading
- Don’t shame children for popular reading; build from it, or help them ‘read their way out of it’
- Encourage ‘reader-like behaviour’ (don’t shorten library browsing time!)
- Promote peer recommendations
- Keep any incentives short-term, and reward amount of reading, not necessarily upward progress
Reading and Writing are Different
- Alternatives to stimulate writing include objects, story boxes, curiosity kits, anecdotes, and more…
- Avoid a writing task following every read-aloud session, but…
- A lot of reading (and reading aloud) provides subconscious learning about how good authors write
Creating a Reading Culture
- Ask staff to write down what reading means to them (anonymously, if you like), and chart the results
- A quick reading survey (questions like ‘I would read more if…’, or 1-10 ratings for how much they
currently enjoy reading) creates a starting point for measuring success later.
- Photographs around school: teachers, celebrities, peer leaders and others, with their book choices
- Survey the reading tastes of all school adults: include NTAs, caretakers, dinner staff, lollipop people…
- Pre-selection of books means that children don’t practise their own criteria: Do I know the author?
Does the title/blurb appeal? And learning that a book may turn out to be too hard or too boring…
- Have a range of ideas to encourage different categories: e.g. for children who never visit; for boys; for
children new to the school; and for keen readers…
- Have regular quiet reading times (DEAR, ERIC, SNARFF, SQUIRT) – with teachers reading too!
- Assembly talks by children or staff. Could include ‘Books I love/hate’, to start discussion!
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- Give books as the default prize for any school competitions
- Reading displays in each classroom, with recommendations; children take turns to choose titles
- Reading areas all round the school. A casual ‘leaving books around’ often gets them read more
- Consider a mural of reading characters or quotes about reading (remember copyright issues)
- Create large-print book spines on the risers of staircases, or on tall thin locker doors
- Show you value reading all around the school: ‘menu card mini-stories’ at the midday meal, or poems
on the back of toilet cubicle doors!
- Photographs or book trailers (try software like Animoto) playing on a reception area screen
- Children put ‘read’ stickers on a ‘story types’ display: book set in another country, short story book…
- Highlight children who make less or no use of the library, and decide how they can be encouraged
- Do a report for each library event with photographs and feedback; plus newsletter or website versions
- Find local partners – Public libraries, school library services, nearby schools, businesses.
- Look for ways of using IT: tweeted reviews; data on the week’s top ten books; newsletters…
- Re-think book reviews. On a T-shirt; on a shape with 6 questions; or ‘choose an emoji’ for how you felt
- Displays reminding children of their ‘reading history’ or showing ‘reading rivers’ (a collage of all the
different text types children encounter during a given time period)
- Children and staff to wear ‘Ask me what I’m Reading’ stickers, during events or anytime
- If you’ve a local bookshop, don’t lose it! Publicise it for book presents; work with it for author visits
A Powerhouse for Reading
- A good book stock, and talking about it with knowledge and passion, is key
- Use different seating and colour scheme for a school library
- Your library sign could be ‘Our School Library’, to encourage a sense of ownership
- Is your school library signposted from around the school?
- Does your library have space for displaying books face-out?
- Have regular library displays: genres, if your fiction’s A-Z by author; seasonal displays (October ghost
stories); author of the month; areas that can be hidden, like poetry; topical events; and more.
- A library could have carpet, easy chairs, sofas, and floor cushions to encourage ‘readers who sprawl’
- Encourage library time for natural, unguided book talk between children
- It’s important to appoint or designate a librarian
- Use your local school library service (if your area doesn’t have one, a nearby service may help)
- Ensure books (in classrooms too) are kept up-to-date and in good condition. Tatty books will attract
careless treatment by children
- Libraries can appoint pupil librarians, and use their input in book selection and event planning
- Keeping the library open all day means that children can be sent ad hoc to follow things up
- Social media can link teachers in librarian-less schools with others nearby who can help
Role Models for Reading
- Remember that ‘Every teacher is a teacher of reading’. So…
- Staff should keep up-to-date on children’s reading (think ‘good books’ rather than ‘quality texts’)
- Start staff meetings with an ‘I’ve been reading’ slot (from a different teacher each time!)
- Find out if you have ‘genre fans’ on the staff (e.g. SF, crime) and use their enthusiasms with children
- Children choose tickets for story sessions by a variety of teachers (new voices and choices!)
- A display of adult non-fiction about staff’s out-of-school interests: children ‘match book to teacher’!
- Invite authors, storyteller and illustrators into school. Use video only if not possible live
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Role Models continued...
- Invite people from the local community to visit and talk about books
- Corridor pictures of staff (all kinds) and governors with their book choices
- Book of the Week (put on website and all teachers alerted by email)
- Buy new children’s books and put them in staffroom for half a term. Invite lessons based on them
- School podcast: teachers talk about favourite books (e.g. East Preston Junior’s ‘Desert Island Books’)
- Have a ‘whole school read’, where one book is read by children and staff (all or any staff!)
- Exploit cross-curricular reading links
- ‘Shelfies’: staff, children and visitors take photographs of their home bookshelves
- Have a sign on each classroom door, showing what class book’s being read
- Turn the whole classroom door into a display, or giant book cover design!
Bringing it Alive!
- Traditional stories (worldwide folk and fairy tales, myths and legends) are everyone’s heritage
- Celebrate ‘No Pens Day Wednesday’; a day when writing takes a back seat (see www.ican.org.uk)
- Check the ‘Patron of Reading’ scheme, pairing authors with schools (www.patronofreading.co.uk)
- Include ‘tasters’ (dramatic openings or early episodes). Say: ‘To find out what happens, read on!’
- Choose read-aloud fiction which has sequels, others by the same author, or with easy ‘What Nexts?’
- Children could follow the read-aloud story using sets of the book being read
- The Society for Storytelling has advice on who could visit, and tips for starting a storytelling club
- The SLA runs courses on storytelling, and reading picture books well. The trainer is Alec Williams…
- Don’t forget poetry; it’s very accessible, and joining in with actions or choruses brings it alive
- Also include short stories, riddles, jokes, and (for Key Stage 2 and 3) urban legends
Right from the Start
- Young children’s favourite stories – with their names on – can form an attractive display or mobile
- Books can be displayed with relevant objects (a teddy with We’re going on a Bear Hunt)
- Make connections between books – e.g. ‘How many other books about bears do we know?’
- Talk about favourite stories, even in Early Years
- Make book boxes to take home (a book, a soft toy, a sheet for parent comments)
The First Book I ever Read
- Allow some ‘elbow room’ in reading progress, to account for extra enthusiasm or pause-taking
- Keep up the reading aloud, to remind readers of the great stories they’ll be able to read soon
- Have playground reading boxes (or take a mobile bookcase outside)
- Create a ‘book swap’ shelf, or have book swap days
- Displays linking fiction and non-fiction (copies of Paddington books, books about Peru, etc.)
Boys, Girls and Readers
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- Boys can enjoy being pupil librarians; it gives confidence, may involve IT, and is a way of them
discovering new titles – as well as sharing a job with girls!
- The SLA has a pupil librarian toolkit, and runs a ‘Pupil Library Assistant of the Year’ award
- Highlight all kinds of author websites, and alternate between male and female ‘reading guests’
- Make sure female teachers are just as enthusiastic about ’boy-friendly’ genres
- Celebrate ‘reading for a purpose’, by showcasing useful non-fiction

Nurturing Keen Readers
- Keen readers could be the core of a school reading group, meeting regularly to either share a book all
have read, or simply talk about books they’ve enjoyed
- Reading groups could also take part in book selection, not just for their own age but for everyone; give
a small group a budget, and take them to a local bookshop to spend it
- Involve children in reading events, mentoring, buddying – or becoming ‘Reading Champions’
- Involve readers (any!) in shadowing local or national awards (e.g. CILIP Carnegie/Greenaway Awards)
- Encourage peer-to-peer recommendations
- Aim to create ‘expert readers’
Recharging Reluctant Readers
- Humour is a great draw for reluctant readers. Try the ‘Laugh out Loud’ Book Awards for titles
- Ask reluctant readers which book they last enjoyed, or which aspect of a book they liked
- Use ‘Who Next?’ and the ‘Ultimate Book Guides’ to make reading connections
- Link reading suggestions to outside interests
- Make short audio clips or podcasts about reading, by and for reluctant readers
- Non-fiction, as well as fiction, is useful reading practice
- Use film and TV tie-ins, comics and e-books
- Have your own Bookstart-style ‘book gifting’ scheme (pre-Christmas?), with PTA or other funding
- Take part in the SLA Information Book Award; it will enthuse non-fiction fans
- Try Carel Press’s ‘Reading Game’: groups of children rank books by covers, blurbs and openings
- Ask children to describe a book or poem in three words
- Wrap books in brown paper (maybe with a clue or quote); invite children to borrow them ‘unseen’
- Use digital story websites (Epic, ICDL) or online story reading sites like Storyline Online
Jumping Reading Hurdles
- Look for ‘Hi-Lo’ (high interest age, low reading age) material
- Use video to make film clips (book trailers, readers talking about books, author visits, etc.)
- Wordless picture books can be enjoyed at home regardless of language
- Find folktales from the home countries of all children
- Check your stock for titles about the immigrant experience
- Use international topics in any quizzes, to recognise EAL children
- ‘Around the World’ fiction displays (authors or settings) show the diversity of reading
- A display of ‘different kinds of families’ in fiction shows inclusiveness
Older Readers
- Liaise with secondary schools about overlapping your library titles (but synchronising reading activities)
- Consider a cross-phase reading group (e.g. top primary with lower secondary) as a transition exercise
- Junior school could hold a ‘shared story day’ in school for a feeder infant school
- Involve children in the ‘Book Crossing’ scheme (www.bookcrossing.com), or create your own version
- Create a reading for pleasure strand in transition
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Can’t Parents Help?
- Encourage parents to follow up any books children have enjoyed at school; the public library may have
others by the same author, or sequels, or similar stories
- Sub-titles on TV programmes will keep up the reading while children watch
- Read to children at home, up to any age at which they’re willing to listen
- Encourage parents to take children to the local public library
- Suggest that parents always include a book present for their child’s birthday
- Open the library before school: invite parents/carers to breakfast sessions to read and talk about books
- Arrange evening events for parents, with lively speakers. Sometimes food and drink are a draw!
- Encourage the use of audio books, especially with parents who are less confident about reading aloud
- Arrange book-buying in school: use a local bookshop or a specialist book fair company. Invite parents.
- Invite parents to author visits and other book events – especially if they’ve helped to fund it!
- Parents bring in books their children have outgrown, to be sold to buy new ones
- Invite parents to attend assemblies that celebrate reading
- Ask children to do surveys of their parents’ childhood reading
- Ask parents in to talk about their reading experiences
- Look out for where adult basic skills may be offered, to parents with reading difficulties
How do I know if I’ve succeeded?
- Collect both quantitative and qualitative data to track your progress
- Keep sending information to your Head and Senior Management
- Collect anecdotal evidence to enliven any reports
- Use photographs and video to document progress
- Compare your evidence with the baseline data you collected at the beginning
Where else can I get help?
- Did I mention the SLA? You’re also welcome to contact me (alec@alecwilliams.co.uk) with queries
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APPENDIX 2. READING CELEBRATIONS THROUGH THE YEAR
In this selection of reading celebrations, specific dates are shown when these recur every year; dates for events
whose timings change annually have been left approximate. One or two non-UK celebrations are shown, because
they and their resources can still be used in UK schools. Website links are as specific as possible, given available
space; sometimes they link to general pages which include the event in question. Other dates and campaigns (e.g.
Black History Month, International Women’s Day), and cultural events (e.g. Chinese New Year, Diwali, Eid) can also be
highlighted with fiction and non-fiction.

18th January

Winnie-the-Pooh Day

First week of February

National Storytelling Week (www.sfs.org.uk/national-storytelling-week)

Early February

Harry Potter Book Night (www.harrypotter.bloomsbury.com/uk)

14th February

International Book Giving Day (www.bookgivingday.com)

26th February

National Tell a Fairy Tale Day [USA]

First Thursday in March

World Book Day (www.worldbookday.com)

20th March (or near)

World Storytelling Day (www.facebook.com/groups/worldstorytellingday)

21st March

World Poetry Day (www.un.org/en/observances/world-poetry-day)

2nd April (or near)

International Children’s Book Day (www.ibby.org/index.php?id=269)

May

National Share-a-Story Month (www.fcbg.org.uk)

25th May (or near)

Elmer Day (www.elmerday.co.uk)

Early June

Pyjamarama Week (www.booktrust.org.uk)

July-August

Summer Reading Challenge (www.summerreadingchallenge.org.uk)

8th September

International Literacy Day (https://en.unesco.org/commemorations)

13th September

Roald Dahl Story Day (www.roalddahl.com/roald-dahl-story-day)

October

Star Wars Reads (www.facebook.com/StarWarsReads)

October

International School Library Month (https://iasl-online.org/ISLM)

October (or ‘any time’)

Children’s Book Week (www.booktrustchildrensbooks.org.uk)

First Thursday in October

National Poetry Day (www.nationalpoetryday.co.uk)

Early October

Libraries Week (www.librariesweek.org.uk)

Late October

National Non-Fiction November (www.fcbg.org.uk)

November

Tell-a-Story Day (www.booktrust.org.uk)

Late November

No Pens Day Wednesday (www.ican.org.uk/no-pens-day-wednesday)
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Thank you for reading,
and good luck!
For continued support with developing reading for pleasure
in your school, become a SLA member.
From only £95 per year, your whole school could benefit.
Join our community by visiting:
www.sla.org.uk/join

1 Pine Court, Kembrey Park, Swindon, Wiltshire, SN2 8AD
01793 530166 info@sla.org.uk www.sla.org.uk
The SLA are committed to supporting everyone involved with school libraries, regardless of their role, as the educational,
emotional and developmental benefits of a school library deserve to be felt by all children. School libraries promote high quality
reading and learning opportunities for all.
Registered Charity no. 313660. Registered in Scotland SC039453;
Company Limited by Guarantee. Company no. 552476; VAT no. GB233 8167 63

