Reading for pleasure 4 July 2014 - conference notes

This joint conference between the Guardian and the British Library looked at being creative with books, engaging teenagers with reading for pleasure, and approaches to reading choices including the role of illustration and the graphic novel.

Margaret Holborn, head of the Guardian Education Centre, welcomed delegates to the conference. The chair was Julia Eccleshare, Guardian children’s books editor.  

Claire Armitstead: books editor for the Guardian and Observer

Claire opened the conference explaining that one of the opportunities provided by the internet has been producing the Guardian children’s book site, which was launched 3 years ago. Before then children tended to be shut out of newspapers such as the Guardian.

Claire talked about children being given opportunities to interview authors such as Michael Morpurgo.  When the author heard that one of the children’s book site group members based in Christchurch, New Zealand had lost part of their school in an earthquake he sent them a message and arranged for his publisher to send them a copy of all of his books

As the conference was looking at illustration and the graphic novel Clare talked about a recent trip to South Korea. She discovered Manhwa, the Korean term for comics and print cartoons.  Some Manhwa writers put out stories on mobile phones and they can earn about £6,000 per month. Stories go out in instalments and fans can comment on the comic and then writers can put this with alterations into a book.

Emily Drabble:  Guardian Children’s Books website acting editor

Emily asked if delegates ran book groups in school and invited them to join the book site as a group. She explained that children wrote all the reviews of books on the site. Once a group joins they will be sent books free to review. Carnegie Prize winner, Kevin Brooks had a defence of his book, The Bunker Diary, written by a child on the site, before he became the winner. The interview with Kevin Brooks by children was linked to the adult site so making links between children and adults. 

The Guardian also holds its own young critics competition and Julia Eccleshare is chair of the judges. Teachers were invited to enter their book groups into the competition. There are some amazing books on the shortlist and the winners will be announced in November.

Emily told delegates that a book group in Peckham and a school in Newcastle write lots of reviews for the site. A teacher asked about the opportunities for children  to interview authors and Emily explained that they can arrange this for them as members of the children's book site.

Julia Eccleshare:  Guardian children’s books editor

Julia said that the Guardian was the only newspaper that publishes over 600 word children’s book reviews in its Saturday Review section. It gives a good overview of what is happening in children’s literature. Julia writes a section called the book doctor, but mainly the site is about children talking to each other.

Mark Warner: Assistant Headteacher at Patcham High School: A whole school approach to reading that is pleasurable, measurable and inclusive

Mark explained that 5 years ago his school was struggling. They decided to focus on one main thing: to develop a reading culture. He showed a short film of his pupils reading and talking about books.

DEAR – drop everything and read was introduced. At 11.10 every day pupils and staff read for 15 minutes. There are notices around school so everyone knows this is important.

Having finished an MA on reading Mark studied Stanovic:

“It has been consistently shown that those who read more are better readers …Increasing competence is motivating; and a high level of motivation leads to more reading, which again improves overall achievement.”

Patcham aimed for children behaving like readers:

· Teachers were trained.

· Accelerated reading involving quizzes and termly numerical reading targets were introduced.

· Teachers became role models by reading extracts from their own books in assemblies and explaining why they chose the book.

· Once a week pupils come to the staffroom and read an extract from their chosen book and receive applause.

· Children only read in the session; they do not have to write anything.

· There is a Graduation for Y11 students who reach their reading targets. Only 10 failed to reach targets this year.

· Book Talk takes place every Friday so students can demonstrate their understanding of what they are reading and make recommendations.

· 1:1 guided reading - some staff give up 20 minutes per week to help struggling readers.

Mark said that the National Literacy Trust reports that only 17% of 15-17 year olds read every day.

He showed some reading age data from his school after one year of the DEAR and AR project.

Whole school – 12 yrs 7 months

Year 10 – 13 yrs

Yr 10 tutor group – 14yrs 3 months

Ofsted commended the project.

Mark felt that although there is little research to show sustained silent reading works he is convinced from his experience at Patcham that it does make a difference. In an attitude to reading questionnaire at Patcham:

90% in Y10 said they were confident readers.

95% of the target group said they liked reading.

75% in the cohort said they liked reading.

68% of target group were reading at home.

Mark explained that the whole school approach to reading needed frequent reviewing and refreshing. He described the gaps in his school's approach:

Part-time librarian.

Not all staff responsible for 1:1 guided reading.

Funding.

Lucy Mangan – Guardian columnist and feature writer - the joy of reading

Lucy explained that she was a traditional bookworm and could not imagine a life without books, which meant going to libraries and having parents who bought her books.

Books were an education in a true sense. She found that through lots of reading her language outpaced her intelligence and enabled her to do well in exams and get her current job.

The joy of reading means you have to learn how to position yourself in the text. Joy is often believed to depend on the plot but C S Lewis talked about the plot being the net you can catch other things in.

Lucy’s joy in reading began first with picture books and fairy tales, which she has continued with her 3 year old. Milly Molly Mandy was a favourite when she was 7.

The longer children go on without reading the harder it is to draw them into books. Children need time, peace and uncluttered and unstressed minds to enjoy reading. Lucy was concerned that deprivation does not foster a joy of reading.

Networking session

Delegates were asked to swap ideas and resources in groups from the morning’s session and start to think about activities to do back at school.

Best practice workshops

Ways of reading – Julian Walker, British Library Learning Team

The group looked at personal reading habits - do you reread, do you look at the end of a book to check it turns out ok, do you skip descriptions? - and then moved on to the relationship between reading and solitude/community, discussing ideas of where people read, whether they recommend favourite books to others, whether analysing a book 'destroys the magic'. Close examination of texts and their histories raised questions of whether we can 'read too much into a text' (Falstaff's speech on honour), and whether we sometimes need to look at different versions of a text (Tess of the d'Urbervilles). This led on to guided debates on whether we should look at drafts, the writer's intentions, multiplicity of interpretations and the contexts of writing.

Running successful reading groups in secondary schools – Lynne Taylor, The Reading agency and Amy McKay, Corby Business Academy

Amy McKay School Librarian, Corby Business Academy and Lynne Taylor, Programme Manager, The Reading Agency 

Amy discussed the shadowing scheme for the Cilip Carnegie and Kate Greenaway medals and how it can be used with reading groups in schools to encourage young people to engage with outstanding YA and children’s’ books. 

There are lots of free resources available to download on the website.

Shadowers write their own reviews which they can upload for judges and authors to view. Shadowing groups can build their own websites – these pages can the be printed off and turned into a magazine.

Examples of interactive ideas to help engage students with the books on the lists included: 

Everybody Jam - Throwing tennis balls covered in tomato ketchup at each other on the school field, followed by reading the excerpt from the book and discussing. This helped promote the reading group to other students.

Wonder - How often do you thank someone when they do something for you? Started giving standing ovations as gratitude around school – i.e. to heads of year.

In Darkness – Haiti research – made mud cakes to raise awareness of the extreme poverty faced by those described in the book.

A Boy and a Bear in a Boat – Read and discussed excerpts about the sandwiches in the book and made their own disgusting sandwiches and challenged each other to eat them – food is a great motivator for children.

The Bunker Diary – Amy asked a criminologist to come into school. She worked out a criminal profile of the perpetrator. This helped to put a difficult book into context.

All these ideas are about making reading groups fun.

If schools cannot find funds to get authors and illustrators into school, you can ask a Carnegie/Greenaway judge to come into school to discuss the books. There is a judge for every region and they will visit for free.

A great idea for low ability readers is to take them to a local primary school to read to year 3 and 4 pupils. This gives a huge sense of pride and achievement and increases their motivation to read.

Lynne Taylor from the Reading Agency talked about Chatterbooks, Teen reading and Reading Activists

Chatterbooks groups for year 7 

The Reading Agency provide session plans, which include chats about reading and fun activities connected to the books. There are monthly themes with activity packs to download. Successful sessions have included: 

Spies – your mission is…Children had to discover a 'secret agent' hiding in the library, using code words to make sure they found the right person.

Fantasy creatures – Discussed traditional fantasy creatures such as mermaids, unicorns, then created their own using plasticine, and created a profile for it – what does it eat, where does it live etc.

Harry Potter instagram videos

The Reading Agency offers: Regular e-newsletters, publisher promotions and competitions, Chatterbooks activity packs, case studies from groups, training.

There are also welcome packs for children and group leaders’ packs that can be purchased from the Reading Agency shop.
Teen readers 

If you join reading groups for everyone, you can add your teen reading group to the Reading Agency and take advantage of offers, promotions and competitions. For inspiration the Reading Agency provides ideas for creative reviews and an ideas bank. You can read case studies of successful teen reading groups.

Reading activists 
This is a scheme for 13-24 year olds. It will have a new online platform launching in 2015. Currently you can see some of the work that reading activists do on pinterest, Flickr, Twitter and Facebook.

Tried and tested CPD ideas: active approaches to reading for pleasure – Mark Warner

Mark organised a really practical workshop with tips for teachers and librarians to use with children.

Activity 1 - Reading comprehension:

In pairs A faced a screen showing a list of words and B had back to screen. In this game called Articulate A had to describe and B had to guess the word. This really got people chatting and Mark said it worked very well with children in tutor time.

Activity 2

Everyone had a book on the desk in front of them and was asked to look at the spine. They were asked what they could see. They were then asked to join into small groups putting their spines together to see if they could make a sentence? There were surprisingly erudite and funny results.

They were then asked to open their books on page 25 and read out their favourite sentences. They then did the following:

Find the best word on page 25.

Find a question on page 25 (if necessary go to 24 or 26).

Find an exclamation on page 25.

Activity 3

Read through an extract in small groups. Discuss. Try to bring it to life using Play-Doh e.g. the setting, character, theme.

Activity 4

Summarising a text in a short and structured way – ie not just a book review.

Group given the structure of 5 lines and the following guide:

Line 1- use 2 or 3 words

Line 2- 4 or 5 words

Line 3 – 6 or 7 words

Line 4 – 8 or 9 words

Line 5 – 2 or 3 words

The group were asked to use this technique to summarise a book they had read.

Mark said that children enjoy this activity as it’s a challenge and it is brief.

Mark used activities that all children could participate in and benefit from in terms of engaging with words and texts.

The group was extremely positive about the activities in the session and felt that they could definitely use them in school.

Marcus Sedgwick, author  – Creating books for teenagers

Julia Eccleshare introduced Marcus. She liked his books as they were all different. She had been chair of the judges when Marcus won his first literary prize. He has won the Blue Peter Book Award, the Booktrust Teenage Prize and in 2014 the Printz Award for Midwinterblood.

Marcus began by saying that due to a supportive publisher he had the freedom to write about different things rather than having to produce book sequels.

Marcus talked to delegates about his writing. He writes in a shed and said he experienced writers block. A mask from Alan Moore’s V for Vendetta took him back to his love of comics as a youngster. He remembers reading Roy of the Rovers with his brother and collecting Warlord comics. He also enjoyed Action comic 2000 AD, which was quite groundbreaking in 1970s. Other favourites show graphic novels can tackle big subjects too:

Rebetiko by David Prudhomme

Palestine by Joe Sacco

Boxers & Saints by Gene Luen Yang

Marcus talked about his book Dark Satanic Mills written with his brother, Julian. It is set in near-future Britain affected by climate change.

Marcus talked about comics enabling writers to impart depth and information. Things do not just happen in the panels but readers can also fill in the gaps in the white spaces between panels. The writer does not have to do all the work. Readers can be lead along a certain path.

Marcus was asked how he wrote his graphic novels. He explained that it was like a screenplay with a scene heading, action, character name and dialogue. It is pure story and dialogue. He also said that you have to hit the pages you have been commissioned to write very accurately when working on a graphic novel. He is happy in a novel not to add too much physical description so the reader can picture the character for themselves. He is happy not to tie up all loose ends in a story because as a reader he does not need to be told everything.

Marcus’ account of writing graphic novels provided an excellent link to the British Library exhibition which delegates visited in the afternoon session. 

Dr Mel Gibson: Using comics, Manga and graphic novels to engage teenagers in reading for pleasure

Mel enthusiastically opened the afternoon session at the British Library with a lively talk on comic culture and how it can be embraced in schools.

One example of using comics for reading for pleasure in schools focused on a Whitley Bay school which has devoted a day in each of their Book Weeks for the last decade to comics and graphic novels. Young people have been involved in a huge range of activities. This includes drawing and writing workshops, helping select stock for the school library and meeting comic creators. Young people can be involved in curating a graphic novel collection in school. They will think seriously about what is appropriate for the students in their school. The school also used an after school session for dressing up as favourite comic book characters (known as cosplay).

An example of a creator who visits schools is Sarah McIntyre, author of Vern and Lettuce, a collection of comic strip stories. The stories follow best friends Lettuce the rabbit and Vern the sheep as they dig to China, make costumes and learn to play an instrument. This can provide a way of encouraging reluctant readers to see that reading can be fun.

A number of schools take part in the British Comics Awards Children and Young People, organised by Leeds Library. The award is judged by young people and aims to celebrate the best in comics suitable for a young audience. Here pupils vote for their favourite from a shortlist. One recent winner was The Complete Orchid by Garen Ewing. The author shared how they worked with pupils on the day of the award.

Another school did a whole week of curriculum based on Japan and showed anime, learnt some basic Japanese and the history and geography and other teachers ran special sessions all about Japan. The library was the centre of the activities. Staff and students shared discussions re comics and manga. On manga there is usually a warning on the back in terms of age appropriateness, which may help with selection.

Mel explained that students will guide you through what they like in comics and suggests you find those who are enthusiastic to support you in creating reading groups. Those who will want to draw figures and write scenes. This is reading that leads to other activities. For instance, Sean Tan’s The Arrival is a great book. It is a silent book. The idea of Tan’s book is that you are on the same journey as the traveller.  How do you start learning a language and making your way in a new and unfamiliar place? When Mel worked with Kingsway College in London, students said it was the book they wanted to have in the library as it helped them share their own experiences.

Another example was of an induction day for new year 7 pupils, where all teachers were superheroes or comic characters. There were also book talks from reading groups. A Citizenship class were asked to design a super hero to solve a problem in their locality. 

Despite the perception of Manga, it is very likely that a reading group focused on manga will be female dominated, whereas graphic novel focused reading groups tend to be male-dominated.

Adaptations can make classics into reading for fun. For example, Manga Shakespeare are abridged versions of the plays. They are very popular and can also help support teaching from film to Manga to actual text e.g. Romeo and Juliet. They can be contrasted with the Classical Comic editions, which come in three versions – complete original, second plain English, third v limited text. Kids love them. A version of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner in comic form by Hunt Emerson is another very popular adaptation. Comic adaptations, which use full original texts, help students to understand unfamiliar language. 

A radically different type of comic is represented by Corpse Talk by Adam Murphy (featured in The Phoenix).  It has a zombie approach to history. The historical figures are dug up and the host has a conversation with them.

Mel also recommended schools to get involved with:

Page 45 is the best comic shop in UK, which has a graphic novels for school listing. They will send you reviews about what is coming in via a newsletter. http://www.page45.com/world/2014/05/page-45-graphic-novels-for-schools-2014-update-2/
Booktrust Comics, graphic novels and manga resources.http://www.booktrust.org.uk/books/children/comics-and-graphic-novels/useful-links/
 

The Stan Lee Excelsior Award Young people aged 11-16 decide the winner by rating each book as they read it. http://www.excelsioraward.co.uk/
 

British Comic Awards. Young People’s Comic Awards http://britishcomicawards.com/awards/young-peoples-comic-awards/
Other great comic books/ graphic novels to use with students: 

Hilda and the Black Hound by Luke Pearson

Salem Brownstone by John Harris Dunning and Nikhil Singh

Tale of One Bad Rat by Bryan Talbot

Mezolith by Ben Haggarty and Adam Brockbank

Mel’s website http://www.dr-mel-comics.co.uk/
Comics Unmasked: Art and Anarchy in the UK at The British Library

Delegates were given a guided tour of the UK’s largest ever exhibition of mainstream and underground comics. The exhibition explores the full anarchic range of the medium from the earliest pioneers to today’s digital innovators.

Networking and ideas exchange session and reading panel

Delegates swapped ideas and asked the panel questions:

DEAR was popular with delegates and many felt enthusiastic about using it in school.

Advice was sought as to how to apply this in KS4 as in one school it peters out at this stage. Mark suggested putting books on chairs in an assembly. Mark also explained that for DEAR to work it needed effort to sustain it. His school’s feeder schools were also taking it up, which would make it easier in the future.

Mel was asked about her statement that manga was read by girls as the teacher thought it was most popular with boys. Mel pointed out that it is a huge genre. It is useful to find out which children are drawing manga and then get those pupils to act as an advisory board to build a collection. Manga Shakespeare has manga illustrations alongside an abridged text.

Mel was asked her views on ebooks and she said that creators of comics were looking at this but Mel felt that the strength of comics was the covers and feel and power of the illustration. She thought that some teenagers dismissed ebooks  as they see parents using them. It is early days but schools do not have enough money to chase the technology.

A school SENCO said using computers had helped engage readers. Julia said that publishers were looking at the design and feel of books to make them more appealing. Following on from Clarie’s point earlier in the day, it was thought that soon children would be able to read books on their phones like Manhwa books in South Korea.

Julia thanked delegates for attending and finished on a positive note that there was plenty of material out there to attract young readers.

