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This study seeks to explore the reading experiences of early career English teachers, 
and their attitudes towards teaching reading in school. A key assumption is that whilst 
the majority of secondary English teachers claim a love of reading, there are some 
inherent challenges for those who are entering the profession. As a teacher educator, 
this led me to think further about the potential implications for initial teacher training.  

In keeping with the subject, this work adopts a narrative approach to teachers’ reading, 
addressing this from educational, theoretical and policy perspectives, captured through 
qualitative interviews and a personal autoethnographic account. It explores the stories 
of three early career teachers in depth, weaving my personal viewpoints as reader, 
educator and teacher trainer into the overall account. The teachers’ stories are valued 
as individual viewpoints prior to being examined more closely, to ascertain the 
differences and commonalities that inform my findings.  

On analysis it was found that the teachers were heavily influenced by their own 
experiences as readers. Their love of reading was deeply rooted in childhood 
memories of books, and the emotions these evoked. Reading was associated with 
relaxation and enjoyment and provided a means of escape into other worlds where 
they could meet new characters. Compelling themes and powerful characterisation 
invoked strong personal reader responses and empathy. Despite stories being artificial 
constructs, they enabled the reader to empathise and work through characters’ 
experiences. The thesis offers examples of ways in which reading in childhood had 
clearly influenced their reading as adults, and the desire to teach English as a career.  

The teachers’ stories produce rich insights into the experiences of beginning English 
teachers and highlight tension between teachers’ desire to engender a love of reading in 
their pupils and also meet specific targets when the curriculum is defined by assessment 
requirements. It raises questions as to how (and if) such disparate aims can be empowered 
to work harmoniously and discusses too, some of the implications for continuing 
professional development of teachers, and particularly those at the start of their career. It 
also draws that data together to make some recommendations for future practice. 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 

To begin at the beginning1…  
 
Stories play a fundamental part in our growth and development as individuals, and we 

are programmed to detect patterns in stories to help us make sense of the world and 

the new experiences that we encounter. We tell stories to convey information, share 

our experiences with others, and express our point of view.  

 

Stories are also important in shaping a society and enriching its language and have 

their roots in the strong traditions of oral storytelling. Early stories were often told 

through song, as explored by Bruce Chatwin in his novel The Songlines (1987). He 

provided a captivating account of his quest to explore the Aboriginal songlines: invisible 

‘dream tracks’ created by the trail of words and musical notes along the line of ancient 

footprints. The retelling of these stories united communities and provided an auditory 

map and compass that could be used to travel the country. I like the idea of everyone 

having their ‘dream track’ of stories, which can be used as touchstones in their journey 

through life and offer my own storied route through favourite books in the next chapter.  

Our individual and collective stories have inevitably been shaped by the stories we 

have inherited, and they in turn are further fashioned by life experiences and renewed 

when told anew to others.  We keep stories alive through the very act of re-telling, as 

we draw on our own experiences and emotional responses. In his travels along the Silk 

Road, Colin Thubron (2012) noted that:  

 

‘A nation is bound by not only the real past, but the stories it tells itself: by 

what it remembers, and what it forgets.’  

Thubron’s claim can equally apply to an individual, whose story is necessarily unique. 

This study will explore the storied lives of English teachers, by examining the stories of 

three early career teachers. My own story was a key driver for starting my doctoral 

journey and has provided my own ‘dream track’ of personal and professional 

experiences. As the narrator of other people’s stories, I have made every effort to be 

true to the stories I have heard: it has been a privilege to be allowed to share their 

stories. 

 

 
1 Thomas, D. (1954) ‘Under Milk Wood’. p.1 
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It would be easy, and perhaps predictable, to claim that my choice of research subject 

can be traced back to events in my childhood. Although there is undoubtedly some 

truth in this claim, it is probably more realistic to say that my interest in stories was 

further shaped by my subsequent experiences as a teacher. I was conscious, even 

during my training years, of the value and enjoyment of reading individually and as a 

collective experience. However, it was only when I became a teacher that I was able to 

observe and reflect on pupils’ interaction and engagement with reading. I can recall 

taking reading lessons outside in the summer term in my first school: these halcyon 

days seem something of a luxury now.   

 

Although I encountered some challenges in my early years of teaching, even then I 

was convinced of the importance and value of reading engaging texts. I witnessed the 

power of shared stories in the classroom, both those the pupils produced themselves 

and those we read together as a class. Reading stories aloud not only made them 

come alive, but provide a shared experience, particularly those who had limited 

experience of reading outside the school context. At the time I gave little thought to 

my own journey as a reader, or how books had influenced me as a teacher. It was 

only years later, when working with trainee teachers, that I started to think more 

deeply about the place of stories in the private and public life of English teachers. 

It was around this time that I first thought about researching an aspect of English 

teaching, and it seemed natural to base this on my current work in teacher training. 

Discussions with trainees and school subject colleagues over the years led me to set out 

my intentions in terms of the broad research question: What are English teachers’ 

attitudes to reading and teaching fiction? However, before I thought about this further, I 

needed to survey the relevant literature to determine if this was a feasible area to study. 

This process would also enable me to understand the breadth and depth of the existing 

body of literature and identify any gaps that I might want to explore in my study. 
 

Conducting the literature review was both interesting and at times challenging. 

Although I had completed literature reviews in the past as part of my studies, the 

enormity of reviewing material for my thesis was overwhelming to begin with. I decided 

to focus on texts that I was already familiar with and use these to identify other 

literature in the field. These included Keith Oatley’s (2011) work on the value of reading 

fiction, Goodwyn’s (2008) and Zancanella’s (1991) research on trainee English 

teachers’ attitude towards reading, and Cremin’s (2011) work on primary teachers as 

readers. I also revisited the National Curriculum Programmes of Study and policy 

documents relating to initial teacher education requirements.  
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Whilst these served as useful starting points, I quickly realised that I needed to develop 

a process that would allow me to navigate my way through the wealth of potential 

literature, if I was going to be able to identify key threads. Although my own experience 

in practice had provided me with an understanding of some areas of the topic, I could 

not rely on my own knowledge at doctoral level and needed to widen the scope of my 

review.  

 

I explored some of the research on writing literature reviews to inform my approach, 

but the results were not always encouraging. Boote and Beile (2005, p.5) warn doctoral 

students that they would ‘find little published guidance worth heeding’, whilst Koh and 

Owen (2000) highlighted the difficulty of finding the right way to identify researchable 

problems. Much of the research was clearly aimed at quantitative researchers, 

particularly in science and health related studies (for example, Koh and Owen’s work, 

above; Hopewell et al’s work, below). These advocated an explicit and systematic 

approach ‘recognised by the scientific community’ (Cordina, 2020) of academic 

databases. In some cases, the search was predicated on the use of inclusion and 

exclusion criteria, or classification by research outcomes. Xia and Watson (2017) used 

an initial screening of the abstracts of 92 potential studies on literature reviews in order 

to determine their relevance to their research topic. This initial screening was 

conducted by the two researchers, prior to discussing and resolving any differences. 

The selected articles were then skim read before being read closely by the researchers 

and extracting data, based on a set of agreed criteria, before finally analysing the 

outcomes. (Their work, too, relates to an applied field). 

 

Despite the different methods explored in these studies, there was a high degree of 

agreement that the process would enable the researcher to search, appraise, 

synthesise and analyse the literature. Gall, Borg and Gall (1996) also note the role that 

literature reviews play in gaining insight into methodological approaches, avoiding 

unproductive approaches and identifying new lines of inquiry. Although none of these 

studies were immediately applicable to my research, they proved useful in enabling me 

to recognise that a more scientific approach was not suitable and might in fact prove a 

limitation. As my topic was qualitative and narrative by nature, I decided on an 

approach that included systematic searches but would also allow me to find material 

that would not necessarily be found by these means.  

 

My initial approach to the literature review involved searching by keywords or phrases 

that related to my topic. I relied on the use of online research databases including 
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those available via the university’s website, such as JSTOR and Open Athens, as well 

as Google Scholar. This sounded easier in principle than it was in practice, and I soon 

realised that using ‘reading for pleasure’ as a search term was of limited value, as it 

generated a huge number of returns which would be impossible to review methodically.  

 

Narrowing the focus and using terms such as ‘teachers reading for pleasure’, 

‘encouraging reading for pleasure’ and ‘psychology of reading for pleasure’ helped to 

some extent, as did narrowing the time frame of the publication. Even so the use of 

some keywords proved problematic, for example I could not assume that synonyms of 

‘reading for pleasure’ were equally applicable, and ‘reading for enjoyment’ was 

generally associated with reading outside the classroom.  

 

Thus, the initial nature of the review is best described as exploratory. It enabled me to 

gain a general understanding of the size of the topic area and identify other literature, 

such as Clark and Rumbold’s (2006) research on reading for the National Literacy 

Trust and Nell’s (1988) work on the psychology of reading. I kept a reading log of the 

journal articles and book chapters attempting to categorise the focus and stance of the 

researchers, to make it easier to cross-reference and synthesise outcomes later. I 

recognised that Nell’s work linked to that of Mar and Oatley’s (2008) research on 

reading as simulation, and subsequently Frank’s (2010) narratological research on 

‘letting stories breathe’. This also enabled me to view how attitudes to reading had 

evolved over time.  

 

I varied the wording of the search terms to help identify literature relating to policy, but 

most of the material was concerned with early reading and strategies to raise reading 

standards. More challenging was the process of searching for studies concerned with 

English teachers, or indeed trainee English teachers. Invariably the results of my 

searches tended to focus on pedagogy and practice, with suggested strategies for 

teachers to improve students’ attainment and develop reading comprehension and 

fluency. I could find limited additional research about teachers’ own reading habits and 

preferences, with the most useful being Cremin’s (2014) longitudinal research into 

primary teachers’ reading habits. This served as a useful starting point when designing 

my initial survey and subsequent interview questions; there was limited opportunity to 

make comparisons with my participants as they were trainee teachers with English 

degrees.  
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This experience highlighted one of the limitations of using search engines that are 

unable to interpret the semantic field from the title or journal abstract. I was aware that 

words such as ‘reading’ are very nuanced, and can be associated with skills such as 

decoding, skimming, scanning, inference, deduction, and comprehension. Searches 

frequently identified studies related to a lack of reading skills, barriers to reading, and 

reading standards. Whilst these areas were tangentially linked to my topic, my study 

was not primarily concerned with how children learn to read. Similarly, I was aware of 

some of the research into gender and reading, dating back to the work of feminist 

researchers such as Spender (1982) and Swann (2003). More recently researchers 

such as Moss (2011), Moss and Washbrook (2016) investigated the reasons for the 

gender attainment gap, a subject explored further in research carried out by the 

National Literacy Trust (2020) in the context of the first Covid-19 national lockdown. 

Other gender related studies (for example, Thomas, 2006; Drudy, 2008) have looked 

extensively at the perceived ‘feminisation’ of English, and by association reading. My 

study is cognizant of these debates and will make brief reference to some of these 

points later; I had to take the decision not to explore gender issues as a central part of 

my study to make this manageable.  

 

Bryne (2017) advocates using the keyword in titles as a useful method of refining the 

search term, working on the assumption that if the keyword is in the title the researcher 

can be relatively confident that the text will be relevant to the researcher’s study. This 

was a useful approach which provided me with a sound overview of the scope of the 

topic area and identified areas that I would explore further later. It was a process that I 

was able to replicate when I came to examine methodological literature in Chapter 5.  

 

A systematic literature review clearly has its place and offers the opportunity to search 

a high number of sources and reduce researcher bias. However, the researcher should 

be aware of some potential limitations. Not all databases index items comprehensively 

and there is the potential for some content from the source text not being included. 

Similarly, some authors may not have used key terms accurately and reliance on 

searching abstracts may result in some studies being overlooked. Sole reliance on 

research database will inevitably exclude any sources that are not included in a 

traditional database (James Cook University Library, 2021). I was also aware that 

changing the search term or keyword would introduce an element of subjectivity.  

 

My initial exploratory approach provided an understanding of basic issues and helped 

me identify key factors and concepts and begin to explore relationships between them. 
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This led me to consider my literature review from a mainly conceptual perspective, with 

the exception of my review of narrative inquiry that underpinned my methodology. 

Building on the results of my systematic searches I moved on to consider cited 

references as part of the handsearch process, which in turn helped to identify other 

research on the subject and further review my search terms.  

 

Hopewell et al (2007) concluded that combining the use of electronic and 

handsearching is the most comprehensive approach for researchers. In my review I 

found the systematic search a useful means of making sense of the breadth of 

available literature, whilst handsearching allowed me to look more closely at research 

in the same micro-field of study and search for more recent sources. This integrated 

approach enabled me to map out the main themes in my literature review and 

ultimately how I would structure my thesis.  

 

From my review of the literature, it became clear that there was a significant gap in the 

knowledge about secondary English teachers’ attitudes to reading and the influence 

this had on their teaching practice, so I determined to pursue this topic in my research 

in a qualitative manner. 

 

I made the decision to pursue three distinct but related lines of enquiry in this study: 

• Childhood memories of reading – including participants’ school experiences and 

their reading outside of school 

• Participants’ own reading experience and their attitudes towards reading for 

pleasure 

• The place of reading in the English curriculum, and the opportunities and 

challenges experienced by teachers. 

 

Within these lines of inquiry, I decided I would explore several strands: 

• the concept of reading, and reading theory 

• the place of reading fiction in the secondary English curriculum  

• the rationale for teaching fiction, with particular reference to literature  

• the reading experience of English teachers and trainees 

• English teachers’ perceptions of teaching fiction 

• the implications of any key findings for professional practice 

 

In my usage here, it should be noted that the term ‘English teacher’ refers to English 
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trainee teachers and qualified secondary English teachers in England, who at the time 

I conducted my research would generally have an undergraduate English degree. My 

study relates to teachers in secondary schools in England only, due to the different 

education systems within the countries of the United Kingdom and does not consider 

‘English’ in relation to the teaching of English as an Additional Language. 

 

I had originally intended to focus on one cohort of trainee teachers and explore their 

experiences of teaching reading in their training year, and then follow them into their 

first year of teaching. However, a change of policy necessitated a change of plan. The 

rapid introduction of the School Direct training route into teaching proved popular with 

schools and applicants, adversely affecting the government’s allocation of training 

places for HEIs, including the one in which I worked. Following the announcement of a 

significant reduction in training places my institution, like a number of others, took the 

decision to close our teacher training provision. Consequently, there were only a small 

number of trainees with whom I could potentially work and they were under pressure to 

complete their training while the course was still running. It was no longer feasible to 

use questionnaires, lesson observations, discussions with trainees, and trainees’ 

journals in the way I had intended as the cohort was too small to guarantee anonymity 

if I pursued these plans. However, as these changes were becoming apparent, I was 

able to carry out a small-scale online survey with a group of completing and former 

trainees. This allowed me to collect some initial data which helped to shape the 

direction my work could take, and I return to this later in the chapter. 

 

With the project underway, I revised my initial research design and decided to include 

former trainees from the previous two years, thinking that this might enable me to 

consider if teachers’ attitudes changed over time. I anticipated having around six 

participants initially: which would allow some leeway should anyone drop out of the 

project. I thought this was a feasible aspiration, given my knowledge of the participants. 

However, I was mindful that in reality this view was a little optimistic given the priorities 

and commitments that each participant would have in and outside school. The 

numbers dwindled and, finding myself with just three participants keen and willing to 

take part, after much deliberation I decided to undertake a more in-depth study using a 

narrative inquiry approach.  

 

With hindsight, it was the unintended consequence of these external factors that forced 

me to review and revise my research design and methodology: without these events I 

doubt that I would have stumbled across narrative inquiry. My research choices 
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allowed me to enter the world of narrative inquiry which has been both challenging and 

fascinating at times. Like James (2018), I ‘encountered many detours, wrong turnings, 

and dead ends’ along the way. 

 

However, developing a deeper understanding of narrative inquiry enabled me to 

recognise its potential for exploring the experience of individuals, including my own, 

and confirm that this was the right approach. Clandinin (2007) challenged the 

assumption that narrative inquiry is easy to plan and ‘live out’. This is an attitude I have 

encountered in my doctoral journey, including during a university wide doctoral session 

where some fellow students were dismissive of narrative inquiry for its lack of precision 

and rigour. To me, this demonstrated a lack of understanding of the qualities and use 

of narrative inquiry, and perhaps reflected the view of someone more comfortable with 

a positivist approach. By contrast the experience reinforced that this was indeed an 

appropriate methodology for my study. As Clandinin and Connelly (2000, p.185) 

observed, it is a type of inquiry that requires a particular ‘wakefulness’ and is most 

appropriate when exploring people’s experiences. 

 

Our lives are filled with narratives: the stories we tell, and ones told to us by our 

friends, as well as those of films, television drama and the books we read for pleasure. 

Fiction, particularly novels, opens doors to different worlds and situations, allowing the 

reader to share a character’s pain and joy. This ‘shared experience’ is unique to fiction, 

and enables the reader to make emotional connections. In this respect it could be 

argued that fiction is inclusive and has the ability to transport the reader across 

different cultures, time and place.  

 

As humans we are curious about ourselves and our journey through life, so we 

create our own narrative schemas for the stories that we have read and heard. 

Mason (2016) calls this, ‘an individual's version of a text in the mind’ (p.166) which 

forms part of our own ‘internal personalised library where every book film and tale 

looks exactly how you remember it’ (p.189). Our reading experiences shape our 

mental archive and form us as readers, with our likes and dislikes, and serve as 

touchstones in our lives.  

 

My own interest in reading was further shaped by my experience of working with 

English teachers over the years, including early career and trainee teachers. 

Discussions about reading went beyond the curriculum, encompassing books we were 

currently reading for pleasure and would often recommend to each other. Looking 
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back, these experiences were key influences on my decision to explore the dual role of 

teachers as readers, and readers as teachers.  

 

This reciprocal relationship is echoed in my decision to use a narrative approach to 

examine narrative practices. It was important to consider my own view of reading first, 

before investigating it from the perspective of others. After briefly considering grounded 

theory, as I knew my approach must be inductive, this led to me straying into 

autoethnography which later became a supportive element in my narrative inquiry. 

Participatory research places an emphasis on the active engagement of participants, 

which was certainly the case for those who contributed to my research.  

 

My starting point involved looking at work by doctoral students who had used an 

autoethnographic approach in their research. However, it soon apparent that they 

did this in order to examine their own identities: this was not my core focus. Even a 

casual search online for autoethnographic doctoral studies revealed their core 

interest in their own stories, albeit sometimes as researchers.  

One of the first I autoethnographic accounts I came across was Wijayatilake’s 

(2012) study into becoming a principal at two international schools in Sri Lanka, whilst 

also being a teacher trainer in the country. I must have been drawn to her work 

because it was set in a similar field to mine and I could easily understand the context in 

which she was working. On re-reading this sometime later I came across an uncanny 

similarity in our work, albeit for different reasons. Wijayatilake’s original choice was to 

use action research as her methodology but over time this became increasingly difficult 

and she notes, ‘I start to question whether Action Research is the right approach’ 

(p.194). I recognised my own struggle with finding the right methodology, until the 

moment I realised that narrative inquiry was the obvious choice for my study. By 

contrast, Wijayatilake switches from action research to autoethnography and shortly 

afterwards has a ‘road to Damascus’ experience, recognising that this was the correct 

route for her. For me, the realisation that narrative inquiry was the methodology for my 

study crystallised when I understood that narrative could be both the subject of my 

study and the means of researching this. It was at this point that my decision made 

perfect sense.  

Other studies I have read also deal with individual’s identities in relation to their work or 

career. Stirling (2018) explores his work as a hospital chaplain, focusing on the 

importance of deep silences and how these became fundamental to his work practice. 
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Doherty (2018) writes about his journey from being an independent consultant to 

academic lecturer in management. Simpson (2018) takes this idea further by studying 

turning points in her career, but she also considers those of three other women to 

widen the perspective of her study. 

Many studies were concerned with trauma and serious illness, and I noticed that a 

large number of the studies were set in hospitals or other medical settings. Simeus 

(2016) explains that she chose to write in the first person to allow the reader to 

understand her predicament, as she explored ‘dancing with cancer’ (p.2). The 

extended metaphor of dance provides a form of therapy, and a means of coping with a 

traumatic situation. She describes using the five ballet positions as a form of mental 

mindfulness.  

In contrast, my interest was in early career teachers’ stories. My own narrative offered 

the opportunity to explain my positionality and interpretative lens and humanise the 

process of considering temporality so narrative inquiry, supported by autoethnography 

seemed appropriate.  

 

The Survey  
 
Surveys were sent to 22 potential participants who had expressed an interest in taking 

part in the survey. Of these, 18 people completed the survey although it should be 

noted that not all respondents completed every question.  

 
Survey Questions 
 
The survey contained 10 questions, the first two of which provided information about 

gender and status and showed that I received responses from just 3 males and a 

spread of 2 trainee teachers, 2 first year teachers, 7 second year teachers and 6 third 

year teachers. The remaining questions covered the three main lines of inquiry for this 

study and were designed to find out about teachers’ views on reading, based on their 

experiences as a reader as well as their experiences as a teacher. For questions 8-10 

the participants were presented with a range of statements and asked to indicate the 

extent to which they agreed, or disagreed, with each statement. 

 

For convenience the questions have been listed below, but the summary of responses 

is in Table 1 at the end of this chapter.  
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Summary of Survey Questions 
 
 

1. Please state your gender.  

2. Which of these statements best describes you as an English teacher?  

3. What are your main reasons for reading fiction? (Answer as applicable). 

4. How many fiction books do you read in a typical year?  

5. When are you most likely to read?  

6. What was the last book that you read for pleasure?  

7. What are your early memories of reading?  

8. How far do you agree with the following statements? (School policy related)  

9. As an English teacher, what do you think is the value of reading fiction?  

   Please indicate how far you agree with the following statements.  

10. The statements below relate to reading in the English classroom.  

Please indicate how far you agree, in relation to reading fiction.   

 

Brief summary of findings  
 
Responses were received from trainee teachers and to ex-trainees in their first, second 

and third years of teaching. The majority of respondents were female (15).  

 

The main reasons given for reading fiction (Q3) were ‘to experience other worlds, 

contexts or situations created by the author’ (72%) and ‘relaxation’ (61%). These views 

were later echoed in the teachers’ stories. The number of books read annually (Q4) 

varied considerably (but relatively equally across the categories offered) and this was 

clearly an activity that took place during time without teaching commitments (Q5). 

 

All but one trainee identified the last book read for pleasure (Q6) but the choice of text 

was different for every student (see Table 2 at the end of this chapter). Few common 

patterns emerged but it was noteworthy that many followed recommendations from 

other people or from reviews in the media. In terms of time there was considerable 

variety from ‘still reading’ to Christmas which was some months earlier and clearly 

holiday time, like Easter and half-terms. However, those still reading had taken on 

Middlemarch and Poldark, both lengthy novels. The most noteworthy responses were 

from a reader of The Secret Garden for whom ‘Fiction was a form of therapy from a sad 

childhood’ and the participant reading a ‘teen’ book so she could recommend it to 

students. 
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Early memories of reading (Q7b) were associated with ideas of adventure and 

excitement, as well as fun and learning. A large proportion of adjectives were 

associated with reading being relaxing and comforting: ‘cosy’, ‘bonding’, ‘comfortable’, 

‘relaxing’, peaceful’ and ‘safety’. Other words were linked to notions of entertainment 

and fun, with one mention of ‘school’ and two of ‘learning’. 

 

Memories of reading as a child (Q7a) were frequently linked to a special place at 

home, often a personal space: ‘in bed’, ‘at bedtime’, ‘in my room’, ‘in my room 

surrounded by my favourite things’, on a ‘rocking chair in my bedroom’, ‘under the 

garden table on cushions during the summer’, but one mentioned designated places 

‘the local library and my playroom’. For two, the people they read with were perhaps 

most important, ‘storytime with my parents’, and – possibly an early sign of becoming a 

teacher – ‘in my bedroom, on my bed reading to my sisters’. One participant mentioned 

more organised reading activities and ‘used to like going to the library to borrow books 

and when older taking part in the holiday book trails’.  

 

Most had a favourite story at that time (Q7c) and these were a mix of classic (Alice in 

Wonderland and The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe) and contemporary fiction 

(Tracy Beaker and Winnie the Witch). Dahl was popular (with The Witches, Matilda and 

James and Giant Peach mentioned,) and The Secret Garden was listed by two 

trainees.  Only one student named a school story (Twins at St Clare’s) but as a fanciful 

portrayal, school is quite central to Matilda, too. Two of the males chose, respectively, 

children’s encyclopaedias and comics. 

 

There was overwhelming agreement that there was a difference between reading at 

home and reading at school (Q7d). Responses highlighted a limited range of reading 

books, that the use of reading schemes had been thought boring, and so was reading 

aloud. Here, it is worth considering that the respondents are generally likely to have a 

positive view of reading and were possibly the fluent readers who were reading ahead 

of the class. Comments from a school perspective were ‘little choice, prescribed’, 

‘same book for too long’, and that the books were ‘boring and old’, ‘old and 

unappealing’. This last participant claimed to be ‘an avid reader at home’ in contrast.  

Others too, made comparisons. The Secret Garden reader (above) found reading at 

home ‘escapism from a sad childhood’ whereas ‘in school it was learning’. Another 

participant pointed out that ‘the books at school were chosen by the adult rather than 

the child, essentially there was no opportunity for me to choose my own reading based 
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on my interests’. One participant saw little difference: ‘not really I really enjoyed reading 

books in school and before school’, while another’s reading was ‘influenced by my 

schooling’. In contrast, one participant liked having ‘more freedom of choice’ at home, 

another the chance to ‘read comics at home’. 

 
When asked about their school’s policy on reading there was a high degree of 

consensus (Q8). All replied that their school had a library, with the majority having 

timetabled lessons and a qualified librarian. Most schools had a whole school reading 

policy, with only half able to confirm that reading for pleasure was promoted across the 

curriculum. Nevertheless, two-thirds agreed that their school promoted book related 

activities such as World Book Day, said that independent reading was a regular part of 

English lessons.  

 

As English teachers there was, perhaps predictably, a high level of agreement with all 

the statements for the value of fiction (Q9). The highest responses were for enjoyment 

and promoting a positive attitude towards reading (12), developing literacy skills (13), 

and encouraging creativity (12). The school library (Q10) was used regularly to 

promote wider reading (10) and teachers made use of other resources such as 

websites and information about children’s book awards, such as the annual Carnegie 

and Kate Greenaway Awards (https://carnegiegreenaway.org.uk). A significant majority 

said they would like greater choice of GCSE fiction texts. Almost two-thirds enjoyed 

reading aloud to their students, although they were undecided if the majority of their 

students enjoyed whole class reading lessons. This response prompted me later to ask 

the teacher participants about their memories of reading in class, which is discussed in 

Chapter 6.   

 

With hindsight I wish that I had asked for more detailed answers to some of the 

questions, but at the point of sending out the survey there was still a possibility of 

having a broader cohort to work with longer term. At this point my priority was to 

contact a wider group of relevant trainees and early career teachers to inform my later 

studies, while I still had legitimate access to their contact details. However, the process 

of collating and analysing the data confirmed my belief that teachers and reading could 

be fruitfully associated as English teachers clearly enjoyed fiction: it also convinced me 

that I wanted to work in a more interactive way with my participants. However, the 

students’ responses gave me a much clearer idea of the strands that I wanted to 

pursue later through narrative interviews.  
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I chose to focus on the reading of narrative fiction, as distinct from the narratives that 

can be widely found in non-fiction stories, biographies, autobiographies, and travel 

writing. However, the interplay between different genre is worthy of note, and 

something that I would like to explore in subsequent research. Indeed, I found myself 

inevitably straying into some of these narratives in exploring my own storied life.  

Arguably I could have chosen to include poetry in my study, but again I felt that this 

would have widened the scope of my research and made it more difficult to manage.  

 

In this study, I have used the term ‘literature’ as an over-arching concept, which 

includes a range of genre and ‘fiction’ in relation in to written works of prose. Although 

fiction can be regarded as an artificial construct and events may be ‘made up’, writers 

draw on their own experiences to a greater or lesser extent. Later in this study I 

consider the relationship between the reader and the text, and the potential for using 

fiction as the stimulus for writing, and speaking and listening, activities in the 

classroom. This relationship is also worthy of further investigation and research.  

 

In Chapter 2, Stories have Made Me I focus on my own story as a reader from the 

viewpoint of my older self, as I wanted to draw on my experiences and memories and 

investigate these further. In exploring my story, the work is informed by 

autoethnography, and at this stage I pondered if the stories shared with me would 

resonate with my own experiences. I recognised that this did not matter: whatever they 

proved to be, I was sure that they would be interesting and illuminating.  

 

This ultimately proved a useful approach, and the process of reflection allowed me 

to explore personal experience and memory. Self-reflection confirmed my initial 

assumption that written stories played a significant part in my formative years, and 

they continue to influence me as an adult. My story has evolved through the 

experiences acquired in my personal and professional life, and the decision to place 

this at the start of my study has helped to develop a coherent story of my research. 

Narrative has indeed acted as the stimulus and the motivation for the areas that I 

have chosen to investigate. 

 

Next, in Chapter 3, The Narrative of Policy, I consider the place of reading in the 

school curriculum and how this has been shaped by policy over time. Although I 

highlight some of the drivers for change in the early twentieth century, my study is 

primarily concerned with national policy since The Education Reform Act (HMSO,1988) 

and The Cox Report (HMSO, 1989). These foreshadowed the introduction of the 
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National Curriculum for England in1989 and a subsequent national system of testing, 

which aimed to standardise the content and scope of the school curriculum. Since 

then, state education has been subjected to frequent change in terms of curriculum 

content, assessment, management, and governance. Teachers have ably responded 

to each subsequent curriculum revision, and the associated changes to statutory 

assessment requirements. More recent policy changes have been influenced by the 

international debate on raising standards, informed to a large extent by the annual 

publication of PISA test results.2 Educationalist such as Ball (2016) argue that 

educational policy is being reworked on a global scale, producing a neoliberal vision of 

what is perceived to be best practice. He is critical of the commodification’ of 

education, with policy and assessment now exported and sold by private companies.  

 

The English curriculum has been subjected to an ongoing debate about reading   

content, particularly in relation to the status of texts from the ‘literary canon’. Despite 

the strong focus on reading, much of this has been primarily concerned with 

reading at an operational level. The introduction of the National Literacy Strategy 

(DfEE,1998), for example, set out how reading should be taught. The initial focus was 

on the daily ‘literacy hour’ in primary schools, with its structured guidance on time and 

classroom management, and the publication of learning objectives for the term. This 

was followed shortly afterwards by the secondary literacy strategy with a similar focus 

on teaching reading at word, sentence, and text level. Goodwyn and Findlay (2003) 

noted the paradox of English-speaking countries with a long tradition of teaching 

literacy, who appeared to: 

 

‘…have developed an almost obsessive concern with literacy over the last decades of 

the twentieth century.’  (p.20) 

 

Literacy was also a primary concern of Ofsted’s previous Chief Inspector of Schools, 

Michael Wilshaw. Shortly after his appointment in April 2013 he stated that:  

 

‘Improving standards of literacy must be a priority for all our schools’ (Ofsted, 2013)  

 

and pledged a commitment to increasing standards of literacy in secondary schools by 

giving a greater focus to literacy in school inspections. Government policy since the 

 
2 These and other policy initiatives are all discussed in detail on the Education in England website 
http://www.educationengland.org.uk 
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1990s has rightly placed an emphasis on improving pupils' literacy skills, 

recognising that these are cross-curricular as well as life skills. This has continued 

with the latest government education white paper in March 2022, as part of the 

government’s ‘Levelling Up’ mission for schools. It cites literacy and numeracy as 

‘the bedrock of a great education, unlocking the curriculum and turbocharging 

social mobility’. (DfE, 2022 p.11), and sets out ambitious targets for KS2 literacy 

and numeracy, and GCSE English and Maths. With the expectation that 90% of 

primary pupils meet the expected standard of reading, writing and maths at KS2 

(DfE 2022, p.7), it is likely that some schools will devote more curriculum time to 

these areas where they are under pressure to increase standards. Ideally these 

skills will be addressed across the curriculum, rather than by devoting additional 

time to preparing for KS2 SATs assessments.  

 

I argue that the over-emphasis on a functional approach to teaching early reading 

has, in the process, marginalised the place of reading for pleasure and enjoyment. 

Schools are encouraged to promote reading and develop whole school reading 

policies, but in practice this has been difficult to achieve either for financial reasons 

or the need to address more pressing school priorities. 

 

The English National Curriculum (DfE, 2014, p.14) states that pupils should be taught 

to ‘develop the habit of reading widely and often, for both pleasure and information’. 

This has proved challenging in the current climate of accountability, after the 

introduction of the Progress 8 benchmark in 2016 to measure the effectiveness of 

secondary schools. It remains to be seen what the impact of national lockdowns and 

‘lost’ education will have on students’ progress over the next few years.  

 

The introduction of the English Baccalaureate in 2010 placed English departments 

under additional pressure and scrutiny, given their contribution to the school’s overall 

performance indicators. English teachers welcomed the equal status given to GCSE 

English and GCSE English Literature; pupil attainment in these two subjects accounts 

for 25% of the judgment and measure of performance. Although not part of my 

original study, I have been able to draw on my experiences in school and I am aware 

of the effect that these changes have had on English teachers. An unintended 

consequence has been a narrowing of the curriculum in some schools, and the demise 

of arts provision leading to a redistribution of funding to ‘E-Bacc’ subjects. Unlike its 

supposed counterpart, the International Baccalaureate, there has been a lack of clarity 

about the E-Bacc’s provision and purpose. It remains a headline performance measure 
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for schools; from my conversations with school colleagues, it would appear to have 

been superseded by Progress 8.  

 

My evolving narrative has also been informed by reflecting on the effect of changes in 

the English curriculum, from my own experience as well as my reading of literature and 

blogs written by English teachers such as Alex Quigley (2022). This proved an 

important way of identifying some of the implications for practice and avoided relying 

too heavily on my own memory. I recognised that I would need to be selective, as this 

is a vast topic, but the process enabled me to identify some recurring themes which 

would provide a context for my discussions. These views have also influenced me as 

an English teacher, as well as in my work with trainee English teachers. In contrast, my 

review of policy failed to identify any real awareness that the reading experiences of 

English teachers might be significant in the classroom, confirming my decision to focus 

on this in my study.   

 

Chapter 4, Pedagogy and Practice, explores some theories of reading and considers 

changing views of the relationship between the reader and the text. I was fortunate to 

present some of my early research outcomes to colleagues at annual conferences of 

BERA (British Educational Research Association) and NATE (National Association for 

the Teaching of English). Responses from colleagues confirmed that I had chosen an 

area that was relevant and interesting, and worthy of further study and gave me with 

the encouragement and motivation to continue with my investigation. Undertaking this 

research has provided me with a sense of how my own reading history and 

experiences   have contributed to my developing understanding of the reading process. 

Considering my own narrative has enabled me to explore theory and policy from the 

experience of someone working in the field, and in turn this has strengthened my 

practice.  

 
The decision to use narrative inquiry as my chosen methodology, discussed in Chapter 

5 Seeking a Credible Journey, has allowed me to study participants’ experience in a 

narrative way, and I explore how researchers such as Clandinin (2006, 2007) and 

Frank (2010) informed my research design. Qualitative data was collected through 

semi-structured interviews and field notes. The latter contain my reflections on 

reading, working with trainees in centre-based training and schools, lesson 

observations, and conversations with colleagues in school. The participants were 

drawn from PGCE trainees and former trainees in their first and second year of 

teaching. For the purpose of the study the term ‘early career’ teachers is used to 
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identify teachers in the first two or three years of teaching. I adopted a constructivist 

approach using an initial survey, as previously described, to identify key lines of 

inquiry. These were later explored through the semi-structured interviews with 

additional observations, conversations and thoughts captured through field notes.  

 

Chapter 6, Listening to the Teachers’ Stories, is primarily concerned with exploring 

the teachers’ stories, and their views on reading. Interestingly their experiences 

resonated with many of my own reflections on practice, despite the passage of 

time, and I explore aspects of these shared experiences. This link was not 

something that I had anticipated, and it enabled me to explore some additional 

areas that might otherwise have been missed if I had simply kept to my original 

questions.  

 

Finally, in Chapter 7, Journey’s End, I reflect on the key findings from my research 

drawing out some key strands from across the stories, partly analysed in Chapter 6, 

also the extent to which this study has enabled me to explore early career English 

teachers’ attitudes towards reading. Consideration is given to the strengths of the 

study, as well as the limitations and the areas of weakness. I draw on the teachers’ 

stories to examine the implications for policy and practice, particularly in relation to the 

school curriculum and initial teacher training. I argue that narratives operate on us as 

readers in a multitude of ways, which add to our understanding of ourselves and 

other people. In the words of Harper Lee’s protagonist, Atticus Finch. You never really 

understand a person until you consider things from his point of view … until you climb 

into his skin and walk around in it’ (Chapter 3). This quotation aptly sums up the ability 

of fiction to transport the reader to another setting. Reading fiction allows us to make 

emotional connections and opens up conversations on more challenging and difficult 

subjects. It allows us to enter diverse and inclusive worlds, and ultimately shapes us as 

readers. This view of reading is reinforced by my review of the literature and analysis of 

the teachers’ stories 

 

The findings and recommendations from this study will be of interest to English 

practitioners, and initial discussions have already generated interest from several 

departments I work with. The study also contributes to the discussion of reading 

pedagogy and considers why reading fiction is important, and of interest to teacher 

educators and subject associations.  

 

The advent of diverse routes into teaching and more recent changes to the entry 
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requirements for initial teacher training, mean that it is no longer essential for 

applicants to have a degree in the subject they wish to teach.  Yet, paradoxically, 

the 2021 changes to Ofsted’s ITE inspection framework (Ofsted, 2021) place a 

greater importance on subject knowledge, given the shift to a content heavy 

curriculum and associated assessment requirements. This makes it even more 

important to discover what a subject specialist can bring to their teaching, and in 

English, the decision to study teachers as readers and readers as teachers seems 

particularly appropriate.   
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Teachers as Readers: Readers as Teachers  

Survey   
 

 
Responses 

  Number Percentage 
1 Please state your gender    
 Female  15 83% 
 Male  3 17% 
 Would prefer not to say  0 0% 
2 Which of these statements best describes you as 

an English teacher?  (17 responses)  
  

 I am a trainee teacher  2 12% 
 I am in my first year of teaching  2 12% 
 I am in my second year of teaching  7 41% 
 I am in my third year of teaching  6 35% 
3 What are your main reasons for reading fiction?  

Tick all that are applicable.  
  

 To relax  11 61% 
 To broaden my knowledge of fiction  8 44% 
 To experience other worlds, contexts or situations 

created by an author 
7 72% 

 I enjoy a plot  4 22% 
 I enjoy a story with a strong protagonist  4 22% 
 Other (please specify)  0 0% 
4 How many fiction books do you read in a typical 

year?   
 

  

 1-4 4 22% 
 5-10 4 22% 
 10-15 5 28% 
 16+ 5 28% 
5 When are you most likely to read for pleasure?   

(17 responses)  
  

 Summer holidays 16 94% 
 School holiday  10 59% 
 Weekend  4 24% 
 Weekday  5 18% 
6 What was the last book that you read for pleasure?     

(17 responses)  
 

a 
b 
c 

What was the title of the book? 
Why did you choose this book?  
When was this, approximately?  
(See TABLE 2) 

7 What are your early memories of reading? 
(16 responses)  

 

a Did you have a special place to read stories?     
If ‘Yes’ please state where this was.  

13 81% 

Table 1 – Summary of Responses to Survey Questions 
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 Responses: Private spaces particularly in bed or bedroom but two mentioned 
being with specific people (see commentary) 

b Give some key words which describe your early 
memories?   

15 94% 

 adventure  
fun 
entertaining  
comforting  
learning  
aunt 
peter and 
jane 
library  
school  
adventure 
competition 

learning  
imagining  
creative 
relaxing 
entertaining 
comforting 
entertaining 
cosy 
comfortable 
pleasurable 
imagination  
 

compulsive 
casual  
mother’s 
recommendation  
exploring  
adventure  
magic 
mythical 
creatures and 
monsters 
exciting 
engaging 

relaxing 
peaceful 
happy  
Roald 
Dahl 
positive  
escape 
rewarding 
relaxing 
enjoyable 
religious 
boys 
adventure  
safety 

enjoy 
escape 
exciting  
happy  
safety 
relaxing  
quiet 
cosy  
bonding 
parents 
mum 

other worlds 
challenging  
special time  
content 
adventure  
relaxing 

c Did you have a favourite story at that time?  
If so, what was it? 

15 94% 

 Responses: A mix of classic and contemporary fiction. The two male 
respondees mentioned children’s encyclopedias and comics (see commentary). 

d Did your experience of reading at home differ from that 
at school?   If yes, please give further details. 

12 75% 

 Responses: Some led with home, some with school, a few made a comparison 
(see commentary). 

e Is there anything else about your experiences of 
reading that you would like to mention?  

6 38% 

 Common responses: reading schemes boring, reading aloud boring, limited 
book choice  

8 How far do you agree with the following statements? (16 responses)  
 My school has a library?     
      Yes – 16  No -0 
 There are timetabled library lessons on the curriculum?  
      Yes – 12   No 4  
 The school library is run by a qualified librarian.  
      Yes – 12   No – 1   Don’t know - 3 
 My school has a whole school reading policy.  
      Yes – 13   No -3  
 Reading for pleasure/enjoyment is promoted across the curriculum.  
      Yes – 8   No – 6  Don’t know – 2  
 Independent reading is a regular part of English lessons (ie: 

departmental/school policy or practice). 
      Yes – 12  No – 4  
 My school promotes book-related events such as World Book Day, Book Week, 

reading group. 
      Yes – 13  No - 3 
9 As an English teacher, what do you think is the value of reading fiction?  

Please indicate how far you agree with the following statements.   
(15 responses)  

 It fosters independence.  
      Strongly Agree – 9   Agree – 6  
 It provides enjoyment and promotes a positive attitude towards reading.  
      Strongly Agree – 12   Agree – 3  



 22 

 
Additional notes:  

• Total number of respondents 18. 
• Where fewer than 18 respondents have replied to an individual question, that 

number has been included in brackets after the question.  
• Where percentages have been given, these have been rounded up to the next 

full number (where the decimal place is above .5) or down (where this is below 
.5). 

• Individual responses to question 6 have not been included.  
• Questions 8 – 10. Respondents were asked to select the category that best 

matched their view:  
Yes, No, Don’t know  
Strongly Agree, Agree, Don’t know, Disagree, Strongly Disagree. 

  

 It helps develop literacy skills.  
      Strongly Agree – 13   Agree - 2 
 It develops higher order thinking skills.  
      Strongly Agree – 9  Agree – 6  
 It develops students’ stamina for reading at length. 
      Strongly Agree – 10   Agree - 5 
 It provides a stronger and more engaged awareness of important issues and 

themes.  
      Strongly Agree – 10   Agree – 5  
 It fosters well-being. 
      Strongly Agree – 6    Agree – 8   Don’t know - 1 
 It encourages creativity.  
      Strongly Agree – 12    Agree – 3  

10 The statements below relate to reading in the English classroom.  
Please indicate how far you agree in relation to reading fiction.     
(15 responses)  

 I use the school library/local library as a resource to promote wider reading.  
      Strongly Agree – 10   Agree – 4    Don’t know - 1 
 I use other resources (eg: websites, book awards) to promote independent 

reading.  
      Strongly Agree – 8    Agree – 4     Don’t know – 3 
 Most of my students enjoy reading fiction.  
      Strongly Agree – 4    Agree – 5     Don’t know – 6 
 Girls tend to enjoy reading fiction more than boys.  
      Strongly Agree – 4    Agree – 7    Don’t know – 4  
 Students read for pleasure more than they did in the past  
      Strongly Agree – 4    Agree – 9    Don’t know – 2 
 I enjoy reading aloud to my classes.  
      Strongly Agree – 9    Agree – 6  
 Most of my students enjoying shared reading (being read to by the teacher, or 

peers).  
      Strongly Agree – 6    Agree – 7    Don’t know – 2  
 There is sufficient time in the KS3 curriculum to promote wider reading and 

introduce students to new fiction texts.  
      Strongly Agree – 0    Agree – 7   Don’t know – 7     No – 1 
 GCSE novels (set texts) are taught as a whole text, rather than extracts.  
      Strongly Agree – 8    Agree – 5   Don’t know - 2 
 I would like a greater choice of novels to choose from at GCSE.  
      Strongly Agree – 10   Agree – 4  Don’t know - 1 
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Table 2 – Survey Responses to Question 6 

 
 
What was the last book that you read for pleasure?    (17 responses) 
 
Title Why When 
The Casual 
Vacancy  
J.K. Rowling  

Recommended Finished one week ago  

Why We Broke Up  
David Handler  

Aimed at teens and wanted to 
read it before recommending it 
 

This weekend 

We Were Liars 
E. Lockhart  

Recommend by librarian Beginning of March (ie: 
Easter holidays) 

The Secret Garden 
F. Hodgson-Burnett  

I read it at home as a form of 
escapism from a sad childhood. 
In school it was learning  
 

Fiction was a form of 
therapy from a sad child  

IQ84  
Hanuuki Murakami  

Favourite author Last year  

The Reader  
Bernard Schlink  

Recommended  February (ie: half term) 

Woolf Hall  
Hilary Mantel  

Historical context  Last week  

Elizabeth is Missing  
Emma Healey 

Suggested by a friend  One week ago  

The Red Pony  
John Steinbeck  

Author  Six weeks ago  

The Collector  
John Fowles  

Recommended by a friend  One month ago  

Lovely Bones  
Alice Sebold  

Recommended  At Christmas (ie: holiday 
time) 

Gravity’s Rainbow 
Thomas Pynchon  

It is one of the great works of 
American fiction that everyone 
with an interest should read in 
their lives 

Last week  

Middlemarch  
George Elliot  

It was a book I was meaning to 
read for a long time  
 

Now – I’m still reading it  

Ross Poldark  
Winston Graham  

TV show on  Still reading it  

Tess of the 
D’Urbervilles  
Thomas Hardy  

It is by my favourite author  One month ago  

Tigers in Red 
Weather  
Liza Klaussmann 

It was featured on a Radio 2 
book review  

One month ago  

The Ship  
Antonia Honeywell  

Dystopia genre and just released  Last weekend  
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CHAPTER 2 – STORIES HAVE MADE ME 
 

‘Stories are the infinite seeds that we have brought with us through the millennia of 

walking the dust of the earth. They are our celestial pods. They are our chemical 

cauldrons.’ 3 

 

I hadn’t considered my own ‘dream track’ of stories until I started thinking about my 

own research, although I instinctively knew that my love of reading has been with me 

for as long as I could remember. In fact, it is difficult to remember a time when I 

couldn’t read. Even now I find it hard to resist the lure of a bookshop, telling myself that 

I can ‘just browse’, and reading has become a daily addiction. Other people’s reading 

choices are fascinating and like the novelist Antonia Fraser, I am ‘that irritating person 

who reads your book over your shoulder in the train or tube’ (2015, p.xiii). Books 

feature in all aspects of my life, even the choice of hotel on my last trip to New York: 

it had to be the Library Hotel, which is truly a bibliophile's delight. 

 

I explored the starting point for my research in Chapter 1, and how the germ of my 

personal interest in reading became integrated in my professional life as an English 

teacher. Although I inevitably encountered some challenges in my early career, I 

particularly enjoyed teaching fiction which would often provide the stimulus for a 

creative writing lesson or a lively debate. Experiences in the classroom enabled me to 

understand the power of shared stories: both students’ own stories and the short 

stories and novels that we read together. Reading them aloud not only made them 

come alive, but provided a shared experience which could engage more reluctant 

students. It was only later in my role as teacher educator that I started to think more 

deeply about the place of stories in the private and public life of an English teacher. 

 

The experience of moving house recently caused me to review and revisit the many 

books that I had bought and been given over the years, in the forlorn hope that the 

process itself would enable me to reduce their number. This was successful to some 

extent and with the addition of extra shelving in the study bedroom most of the books 

have found a new home. The experience of sorting through my books was both a trip 

down memory lane, and a voyage of discovery as I came across books that I had 

almost forgotten. It also served as a welcome distraction when I needed a break from 

emptying packing cases and moving furniture, and I could still justify revisiting them as 

 
3 Okri, B. (2015) The Mystery Feast, p.12. 
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a necessary part of unpacking. Even now I find it difficult to get rid of books that I have 

had for many years and become more like friends, particularly where there is an 

emotional connection to a person or a particular time in my life. Susan Hill's (2010) 

reflections on spending a year re-reading, or re-possessing, her books was an enticing 

idea and like her I felt drawn to exploring what I have accumulated over a lifetime of 

reading. Re-reading some of these books is appealing, although I am aware that there 

is always a danger that it may cause me to view a text less favourably.  

 

Nobody could have anticipated events from March 2020: the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Restricted social opportunities and establishing new working practices was time-

consuming but conversely, reduced travel and more personal control of daily schedules 

provided some opportunities for further reading. It also afforded some unexpected 

virtual opportunities, such as being able to attend the Hay Literary Festivals in June 

2020 and 2021. Inevitably ‘reading in lockdown’ proved a popular topic for many of the 

speakers, with considerable interest given to attempting to discern changes in reading 

habits.  Anecdotal evidence at the time suggested that many people had turned to 

books for comfort or escape, with many purchasing them online. I listened with interest 

to Philippe Sands a human rights lawyer and non-fiction writer, who reflected that 

recent events had caused him to realise that fiction was more important than ever: ‘I 

think that fiction, for me, has opened up a space of imagination and a space of escape’ 

(Sands, 2020). I had previously read his book East West Street (2016), the story of his 

search to discover what happened to his unknown Jewish family from Lviv during the 

Second World War. His powerful narrative provides the thread that links two stories of 

the past with his own, both personally and professionally. Such geopolitical issues are 

just as relevant today given the current situation in Ukraine, and future narratives will 

attempt to make some sort of sense of what happened.  
 
 
Childhood Stories 
 
I still have a number of my childhood books but regret not keeping others and wonder 

if any part of my younger self has been lost along with them. Although I may not refer to 

these books, or even read them now, seeing and touching them is comforting and 

familiar. It is easy to become nostalgic for the books of childhood, but it is important to 

acknowledge the part they played in our lives. Revisiting my old copy of Gulliver's 

Travels recently, I was struck by the apt reference in the introduction to a small 

library of books being ‘like a walled garden where a child may safely play’, which 

resonated with my early memories of reading being a special place. The idea of a 
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walled garden transported me back to Mary Lennox’s secret garden, in Hodgson 

Burnett novel, a place I would have loved to have explored as a child. I can remember 

hoping that I might find a garden like this when visiting stately homes with my parents 

when young and being quite disappointed that I did not.  

 

My childhood books transport me back to a time without responsibility, where stories 

invariably ended happily and good triumphed over evil. An early favourite was a pink 

embossed-covered copy of Hans Christian Anderson’s Fairy Tales, although now 

somewhat faded and battered through use. As a young child I was engrossed in these 

stories, imagining every detail in my mind’s eye. I recall being particularly intrigued by 

the story of The Princess and The Pea (1835). I was baffled by the thought of someone 

having to climb onto a bed topped with twenty mattresses and twenty eiderdowns to 

sleep: how could they do it? Wouldn’t they need a ladder?  I think I was more 

interested in this, than the resolution and happy ending. Running my fingers over the 

cover and fingering the velum-like pages immediately transports me to my past, and I 

feel powerfully connected to my mother who first read them to me. Growing up reading 

was a regular part of daily life for my brother and me, with bedtime stories and regular 

trips to the local library, and we were encouraged to read widely.  

 

Reading on my own opened a new world of possibilities, and I can still remember the 

experience of reading by torchlight under the bedclothes when I was young, having 

of course been previously told to turn the light out and go to sleep.  Often it proved 

difficult to wait until the next day to find out what happened next in a story, and I 

would look forward to luxuriating in the world between the pages. I can recall one 

occasion when this activity proved almost too absorbing, when the battery on my torch 

ran out and I decided to use my bedside lamp to read by instead. In my attempt to 

avoid being discovered, I tried to shield the light with my pillow; a burning smell alerted 

me to the singe on the pillowcase and I quickly stopped. Fortunately, no harm was 

done. With hindsight it was fortunate that I didn’t set fire to the book, my bedding, or 

myself. As a child I was a voracious reader and would read anything I could: if I was 

caught reading a book at the breakfast table, I would resort to reading the cereal carton 

instead. It is hard to remember a time when I couldn’t read and like Scout in To Kill a 

Mockingbird, reading was as natural to me as breathing.  
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I was told by my mother that I started reading when around the age of two and could 

read many words independently by the time I went to school. I still have vivid 

memories of working my way through the boxed reading scheme, which stretched 

interminably along the side bench of the classroom. Whilst I accepted that 

comprehension exercises were a necessary part of school life, there were few 

opportunities to widen my reading repertoire that year and I found them tedious after a 

while. My mother later told me how she had asked my class teacher if she could 

suggest any books that I could read at home. She was subsequently rebuked and told 

that she did not need to worry about my reading, as this was something that the school 

would do. Perhaps inevitably, this was the very response guaranteed to make my 

mother take up the cudgels on my behalf. A change of teacher the following year was 

liberating, and I came home with an array of books to read which I devoured. These 

were a mixture of fiction and non-fiction books, which transported me to worlds 

way beyond my experience, imagination, and comprehension. They included 

books about life in other countries, which I found fascinating. This was my first 

foray into reading travel writing.  

 

I have happy memories of reading and being read to, which was mainly down to my 

mother who encouraged my brother and I to become confident readers. I was also 

fortunate that we talked about books at home, discussing things such as the 

credibility of the character, or the ending of the story, although of course I did not 

realise was what we were doing at the time. Stories such as Aesop's Fables and the 

Just So Stories were both engaging and intriguing; I had never thought about why a 

leopard had spots and was fascinated to know why elephants had trunks. There was 

also something about the musicality of these texts with their given format and the use 

of repetition that was alluring. Similarly, I was attracted to the vivid narrative created in 

Belloc’s poetry especially the tales of Matilda and the devastating consequences of 

telling ‘dreadful lies.’ 

 

An old copy of Famous English Books and Their Stories (Cruse, 1929), which had 

been my mother’s, also served as my introduction to ‘the classics’. When I was a little 

older I used to look through this and decide on the stories I planned to read. The habit 

of creating, and adding to, a list of ‘Books to Read Later’ remains with me to this day. 

However, it is now kept on my phone to ensure that I am always able to add further 

titles, should I see a likely ‘candidate’ in a bookshop or want to record details of a book 

recommended by a friend.  
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I suppose at some level these episodes were an early attempt to make meaning and 

relate stories to life experiences. Although we didn’t have many books at home, as a 

family we were active members of the town library. I always looked forward to our 

weekly trips, wondering which new characters and places I would encounter. The 

prospect of opening a new book was tantalising, and more often than not I had 

managed to read one of my books by the time we arrived home.  

 
 
Stories from My Childhood 
 
I have limited recollection of reading independently at primary school, apart from 

working my way through the different reading schemes which were popular at the time. 

This was probably because I continued to read a lot outside school. Shared reading 

generally involved the class teacher reading to the class, followed by some discussion 

about events or the main protagonist. My fourth-year teacher was an excellent mimic, 

and we were immediately transported to the world of the story through the different 

characters he created. I can still recall being read the story of Barney, who 

befriended a Stone Age boy in Stig of the Dump. The idea of finding something, or 

someone, extraordinary in a place like a quarry was compelling and beguiling. I 

had the same experience when we were read The Lion, the Witch and the 

Wardrobe, a book I subsequently re-read many times. Like many, I imagined the 

possibility of one day finding the entrance to another world at the back of my 

wardrobe and finding myself standing underneath the lamppost ready to join 

Susan, Peter, Edmund and Lucy on their next adventure in Narnia.  

 

I can see now that many of the stories I read transported me to different worlds: 

both new and imaginary. Inhabiting the world of Wind in the Willows offered both 

enjoyment and comfort. This was another book I inherited from my mother, who 

was given it as a present in 1940 around the time that she was evacuated from 

London to the country. We would often talk about the characters and the exploits of 

Mr Toad, who was both irritating and entertaining in equal measure. Opening the 

pages transported me to the characters’ world, enriched by E.H Shepherd’s pen 

and ink drawings and the detailed map of the story’s location. As a child the 

scenes were happy and sunny: even the shadowy and scary Wild Wood was not 

really a threat in this world. 

 

Similarly, I was drawn to Lewis Carroll’s stories of Alice and enjoyed discovering 
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the engaging and eccentric characters that she encountered. The idea of a book 

acting as a portal to another world was compelling, even if it was in the main 

character’s imagination.  I remember enjoying the clever wordplay and riddles of the 

stories, such as Jabberwocky which we had to learn by heart at school and enjoyed 

making sense of the apparent nonsense. I played the part of Alice in a local drama club 

production of Alice in Wonderland when I was about nine or ten. I think I was probably 

given the part because I had long blonde hair which was the archetypal view of Alice at 

the time.   

 

My class teacher in the third year of primary school was Canadian, and introduced us 

to The Incredible Journey, which was another compelling story. I’m sure she was the 

reason why the story came alive to me, particularly as she was able to talk first-hand 

about the country’s landscape and terrain. Looking back on it, I think this was the first 

time that I was aware of knowing someone who came from another country which 

made the story feel more authentic as she read it to us. I can vividly recall being 

transported to the Canadian wilderness and caring desperately that the three 

courageous protagonists (a Labrador retriever, bull terrier, and Siamese cat) would be 

able to make their treacherous way across the country and find their family. Even to 

this day I can remember the black and white pen drawing on the book’s cover.  

 

Stories also opened the door to the different worlds of the past, such the world of 

1920s Berlin in Emil and the Detectives which was concerned with the main 

protagonist’s quest to find some stolen money. I am sure that my love of history was 

engendered by listening to some of the classic stories, such as The Water Babies and 

being introduced to the world of Tom who escapes his life as a chimney sweep. Of 

course, I was not aware at the time that this was a moral tale, but I know that I felt a 

strong sense of injustice at the horrors of Tom’s world that were presented in the novel.  

 

By the time I left primary school I had greater choice over the books that I read and 

took great pleasure in being able to buy my own books with my pocket money, or book 

tokens from relatives.  It must have been around this time that I became completely 

immersed in the school stories   of Enid Blyton. In later years Blyton’s work would be 

criticised for being sexist, racist, and xenophobic, amongst other things. More recently 

this led the Royal Mint to withdraw plans to put her head on a commemorative 50p 

coin, as they ‘feared a backlash’ (Independent, 2019) because of her alleged views. 

However, her stories have been widely read and enjoyed by many children like me 

over the years, including one of the teachers I interviewed.  
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I quickly worked my way through the entire collection of the Malory Towers stories and 

can remember following the main protagonist Darrell Rivers through her school career. 

I admired her principled desire for justice, and her fierce independence. Although I did 

not share her temper, I respected the way that she always faced up to the 

consequences of making poor decisions. She and her peers were my companions 

through school, and I followed her as she moved to the North Tower and eventually 

into the sixth form. I enjoyed reading about the antics of life in a school that seemed 

more like St Trinian’s than anything I knew or was ever likely to experience. I was 

intrigued by the descriptions of midnight feasts, with the rather dubious selection of 

food stuffs that included tins of condensed milk, sardines, and biscuits. I secretly 

entertained the idea of playing lacrosse, although the closest I got to this was playing 

hockey. After this I moved on to the St Clare’s schoolbooks, featuring the mischievous 

O'Sullivan twins, and later The Chalet School books. Such schools were worlds apart 

to mine of course, but the universal themes of friendship and loyalty resonated with my 

early years in secondary school and the stories were avidly discussed with friends.  

 

Although Richmal Compton’s Just William stories were viewed, by some, as ‘books for 

boys’ they were also some of my favourites. I found the depiction of William Brown in 

particular compelling as a reader: an anarchic hero figure who was both exuberant and 

nonchalant. He was always getting into 'scrapes' but had an uncanny way of getting 

out of these, generally to his great satisfaction. At the time I did not know that the 

stories had been based on Crompton's own nephew who 'had been famed for his 

cavalier attitude to life' (Mangan, 2018, p.237).  

 

Having grown up with a younger brother, I found her portrayal of William and the 

Outlaws shared some similarities with my brother and his friends. My brother shared 

his uncanny knack of generally being able to extricate himself from situations, adopting 

a deadpan expression when questioned; he wasn’t always as fortunate as William. 

Mangan cites William Brown as the juvenile P.G Wodehouse, a comparison that I think 

it quite apt although not something I had considered before. Although less widely read 

nowadays the Just William stories have stood the test of time. They are still enjoyable 

today, particularly when read by the actor Martin Jarvis who brings each character alive 

to life.  

 

Looking back, I realise how important books, and in particular fiction, were in my 

formative years. The chance to be a library monitor at secondary school was an 
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opportunity not to be missed, and something I continued doing until I went into the 

sixth form. I enjoyed organising the bookshelves and classifying the books, and I even 

created my own library at home complete with tickets and date stamp. To this day I still 

have my own system for arranging my books, one that inevitably differs considerably to 

The Dewey Decimal Classification. My reading experiences also led me to start writing 

for myself, and during one summer holiday I produced a weekly magazine. By this time 

my reading repertoire also included teenage magazines, which was probably the 

inspiration for writing one myself. Regrettably it had a very low circulation rate, being 

limited to family members and a few friends.  I remain an ardent supporter of public 

and school libraries and am saddened by the number of schools that have lost their 

libraries, further reducing the access to books for many students.  

 

The move to secondary school introduced me to a wider range of reading, and I 

relished the prospect of tackling more challenging texts. Teachers often unwittingly 

provided the impetus for choosing my next book, and I even tackled The Seven Pillars 

of Wisdom after hearing my Geography teacher talk about T.E Lawrence’s story. He 

cautioned the class against reading the book ‘as you will find it too difficult’, and I 

cannot pretend to have understood the complexities of the work. Suffice it to say that 

he was quite surprised when I talked to him about the book later. Reflecting on this 

choice now, I recognise that Lawrence’s narrative not only provided a door to a 

different world of the imagination, but also allowed me to visit a different place in time 

as well as location. This quality of narrative writing probably explains my interest in 

travel writing today, as writers like Colin Thubron enable the armchair traveller to be 

transported to the world of the Silk Road and Siberia, to name but two of his engaging 

personal journeys. Thubron is concerned not just with the geographic places he visits, 

and their culture, but his interactions with the ordinary people he meets on his travels.  

 

I think it was about the same time, my third year at secondary school, that I was taught 

by two inspiring English teachers, one of whom would later become a children’s author. 

Years later, as a teacher myself, I was fortunate to be able to arrange for him to come 

and talk to Year 9 students. My time in sixth form was devoted in the main to two of my 

three A-Levels, with English and History providing plenty of opportunity to get better 

acquainted with some of the classics and explore different worlds in time and place.  

 

My knowledge and understanding of Victorian England, and Napoleon's invasion of 

Russia, was enriched by reading the novels of Dickens and Mrs Gaskell, as well as 
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Tolstoy’s War and Peace. Having been introduced to Tess of the D’Urbervilles as an A-

Level text, I quickly proceeded to read the rest of Hardy’s novels, often identifying with 

the strong female protagonists but feeling indignant about the way in which they were 

treated by society. The recurring theme of different but similar worlds is also an 

enduring feature of children's literature, as noted earlier, and Susan Hill notes that 

characters, ‘become companions, they help form the imagination, they people a child's 

inner landscape’ (2010, p.195). Books were certainly my companions and introduced 

me to new worlds and experience in the safety and comfort of the story.  

 

My relationship with books hasn’t really changed, but rather it has evolved and been 

shaped by life experiences and in turn this has guided my choice of reading. I can 

remember only one occasion, after my undergraduate finals, when I didn’t want to read 

anything remotely academic. For a while I sought solace in lighter reading as 

relaxation, although this phase did not last long. There have been different identifiable 

phases of reading in my adult life, although insufficient space to explore these here. 

Sometimes these phases reflected what was happening at the time, or in contrast, or 

they could be related to other cultural reference points such as the film or television 

dramas adaptation a novel. Reading the book after watching the film version can be 

disappointing, particularly where the plot has been significantly changed, however the 

reading process enables the reader to hear the authentic voice of the author, avoiding 

the director’s cut.  

 

My enjoyment of reading crime fiction probably began with the stories of Sherlock 

Holmes and Agatha Christie. They formed my initial view of the genre, which has 

been shaped by subsequent reading and knowledge of fictional sleuths and detectives. 

I got to know the work of writers such as Sara Paretsky and Philip Marlowe, and closer 

to home, the Sicilian worlds of Andrea Camilleri and Jo Nesbo’s Norway.  

 

As a reader I am constantly making connections, both consciously and unconsciously, 

between the main protagonists and use this as a framework when reading new texts. 

Angela Carter (1955) described the process of reading a book as being like the activity 

of: 

 

‘... re-writing it for yourself. You bring to a novel anything you read, all your experience 

of the world. You bring your history and you read it on your own terms.’  
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This is not to say that I had any insight into the real-life world of crime, but these stories 

appeal to the amateur sleuth and armchair detective alike. 

 

Repeatedly reflecting on stories and looking for further links shapes me as a reader 

and English teacher. Watching the television series Columbo prompted me to read 

Crime and Punishment, after reading that Dostoyevsky’s Porfiry Petrovich was 

reputedly the model for Lieutenant Columbo. Whilst I do not know the truth of this 

assertion, there is an uncanny similarity in the way both characters behave and their 

trademark final question. Both are initially dismissed by their suspects and regarded as 

inept, but the protagonist’s relentless behaviour unsettles them and leads them to 

incriminate themselves. For the reader (and viewer) the stories are compelling not 

because we want to find out who did it, as this is already known, but rather how the 

perpetrators will be brought to account by the skill of the central character. 

 
 
Stories from the Classroom 
 
Stories are an integral part of my life, both private and public. My first teaching post 

in an inner-London girls’ school was in the heyday of ILEA: a time when training was 

well funded, and teachers had access to a range of CPD opportunities. As a newly 

qualified teacher courses at ILEA’s (Inner London Education Authority) English and 

Media Centre introduced me to a range of contemporary teenage fiction, and lots of 

practical ideas of approaches to use in the classroom. I can recall feeling the weight of 

responsibility that students understood the vocabulary when we read the class reader, 

and initially would stop reading to the class to check that they had all understood the 

text. However, I quickly realised that this process frustrated able readers, and only 

served to distract the less confident readers. This point of view was echoed by Clare 

and Karen’s reflections on their own experiences as readers and teachers, which I 

discuss in Chapter 6.  Experience taught me that less confident readers would in fact 

be able to access more challenging texts that were read aloud in class, as it was not 

necessary for them to know the meaning of every word, and they would often acquire 

new vocabulary.   

 

I never understood the reason for some teachers setting reading as a detention, which 

I observed in the past. Although this was no doubt done with a view to keep the child 

purposefully occupied, it nevertheless cemented the view that reading was some form 

of punishment. The value of reading was also lost on colleagues who did not regard 
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independent reading as ‘real work’. On one occasion a senior member of staff came 

into my library lesson, and on seeing the class reading independently asked, ‘aren't 

they doing any work?’ Sadly, he meant this.  

 

The introduction of different reading programmes should, in theory, have promoted the 

place and value of reading for pleasure. Conversations with my English trainees in 

recent years have focused on programmes such as DEAR (Drop Everything and 

Read) time, or ERIC (Everyone Reading in Class).  With a few exceptions, such 

programmes are often introduced as part of the school’s reading or literacy policy, with 

the first ten minutes or so of each lesson devoted to students reading independently. In 

reality, this has led to some teachers viewing this activity as additional time to 

organise resources, whilst for many students it provided the opportunity to go into 

some sort of trance-like state punctuated occasionally by flicking the page to 

maintain the pretence of reading.  

 

One of my trainees recounted his experience of using ERIC and how he had been 

advised by a colleague, ‘not to worry about planning anything… you can use it as a 

settling activity, and it gives you a chance to check your resources or write on the 

board’ (Field notes 11.10.20). The reading initiative is an area worthy of further 

research, given the time allocated to such activities in a school year and the paucity of 

any evaluation. At best such programmes can promote the place of reading for 

pleasure, but this is dependent on the teacher’s engagement with the process as well. 

This is a subject that I will return to later in Chapter 6.  

 

My evolving narrative as an English teacher has also been shaped by the wide 

range of texts that I have taught over the years. These include adventure stories 

such as Mrs Frisby and the Rats of Nimh, and those with a historical setting such 

as The Machine Gunners and Tom’s Midnight Garden. Class readers at that time 

often reflected societal interests, with a move to have more 'multi-cultural' texts 

such as Roll of Thunder Hear My Cry, which was set in South Africa, and dystopian 

stories such as Z for Zachariah. My experience of first teaching the class reader 

was before the advent of the National Curriculum, which gave teacher 

considerable autonomy over what and how they taught. Although this had its 

drawbacks, it arguably gave teachers greater scope to choose texts that would 

engage their students, including introducing them to contemporary young adult 

fiction. Sadly, there is limited opportunity to promote these sorts of texts today. 
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In my third school I taught a novel called Buddy to a Year 9 class, which they 

loved, and as part of Book Week one year I arranged a visit by the author to 

speak to the whole year group. The occasion caused me to think about the 

different ways in which young people and adults read stories. As adults we know 

that stories don’t always give us the satisfaction of a particular ending, or a 

feeling of resolution. This was illustrated perfectly by the questions the students 

asked the author after his talk. They wanted to know what happened to Buddy 

after his dad went into prison: did he visit him, did his dad 'go straight' when he 

came out, and why didn't Buddy tell anyone at school that he had been bullied? 

The character of Buddy was perfectly credible to them, and they were keen to 

share their ideas of how the story could be continued. Ironically, the sequel to the 

story appeared a few years later, by which time these students had of course left 

school. (Field notes 21.8.2018). 

 

My view of stories was shaped further by the experiences gained in my final school 

teaching post, where I was fortunate enough to teach the English International 

Baccalaureate course. This was a real pleasure, and something that I still miss at 

times.  It introduced me to a wider literary repertoire and gave me the opportunity 

to teach texts that were beyond the realms and scope of the A-Level syllabus and 

governmental jurisdiction. As well as English classics I had the opportunity to teach 

Russian, French, South African, American and Spanish literature (in translation): 

the list of possible authors to study was extensive, so the only limitations were 

one’s own knowledge and resources.  

 

The experience made me realise even more profoundly how reading opens doors to 

other worlds and shines a light on universal themes.  Powerful stories engender 

feelings of empathy in the reader which transcend time and place, a theme that Is 

explored later in this study. My sixth-form students and I would, fortunately, never 

experience life in a Soviet gulag as portrayed in One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich 

but we found Ivan’s story and his evident stoicism compelling. Similarly, we were 

drawn to the magical realism of Isabelle Allende and Michail Bulgakov: both good 

examples of literature that shines a light on the human condition and themes that are 

still relevant today.  
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The Master and Margarita uses three plot levels (the everyday Moscow, fantastical 

Moscow, and the historical Jerusalem) each with their respective narrators. The novel’s 

structure challenges the reader’s assumptions about linear plotting, particularly as the 

novel is written in two parts.  As the story unfolds motifs, such as a rose, in one 

storyline appears in another and slowly each strand of the story is plaited together. 

Students found the novel challenging initially, with its mix of satire and realism, but 

providing the context allowed them to explore Bulgakov’s 1930s Moscow and it 

became a favourite with many (Field notes 2.7.2018). Ironically, state censorship 

meant that the novel was not published until sometime after Bulgakov’s death.  

 
 
Considering Teachers’ Narratives 
 
My experience of working with colleagues in my department, and more recently with 

trainee English teachers and mentors fuelled my interest in exploring teachers’ 

narratives. I have had the privilege of being closely involved in all aspects of teacher 

training, from recruitment to recommendation for Qualified Teacher Status (QTS), and 

more recently have worked with unqualified English teachers through the Assessment 

Only Route to teaching. Working closely with early career teachers has made me think 

more carefully about subject pedagogy, and how we prepare and train future English 

teachers. This has its challenges at times when policy change is unclear or introduced 

too quickly. An enthusiasm for English has been a primary drive for developing my 

research interest in subject pedagogy, and I hope to be able to contribute to the 

wider body of research on English teaching through professional associations such 

as NATE and UKLA. 

 
 
Professional Expectations 
 
Some consideration should next be given to what is meant by the term ‘professional’ 

and how the narrative of policy and practice has evolved. Many people still regard 

teaching as a profession, in much the same way that they view a doctor or lawyer. 

This would suggest that there are some shared features or values, such as each 

individual having highly specialist subject knowledge and expertise which they apply in 

their professional context. It is the ability to apply this learning in practice which 

therefore gives them their professional standing in society.  

 

Professionals, according to Carr (2000), are distinctly different from other occupations 

because they are concerned with justice, human development, wellbeing and learning. 
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They also have their own set of moral, or ethical guidelines, which should inform their 

practice. However, there are some differences that are worth noting: unlike doctors, 

teachers do not have a professional body similar in status to the General Medical 

Council. The Chartered College of Teaching shares some similarities, although 

membership is voluntary and it is not able to regulate the profession, as this 

responsibility remains with the government.  

 

Until the most recent revival of the Chartered College, teachers did not have an 

independent voice, the nearest equivalent being the teaching unions although their 

remit today is more limited. Different ‘political' stances have militated against the 

establishment of a truly independent professional body. The creation of the General 

Teaching Council for England (GTCE) in 1990 was short lived as it soon became a 

quango and adopted a regulatory role: and from my experience was regarded by 

most teachers as being of limited value. The planned abolition of the GTCE in March 

2012 and the setting up of the Teaching Agency in April 2012 only served to reinforce 

the view that teaching is not a ‘profession’, as both were subsumed by the 

Department for Education. A greater focus on regulation, as well as economic factors 

meant that the emphasis on teacher development at government level was 

significantly reduced. More recently The Chartered College of Teachers, previously 

the College of Teachers, has provided a national professional body for teachers. My 

work in the profession has enabled me to be awarded the additional professional 

designation of Chartered Teacher of English. 

 

The narrative of ‘professionalism’ in teaching has been widely discussed and 

debated for many years. It can probably be traced back to the Aristotelian reasoning 

model of a teacher, and more recently John Dewey’s emphasis on innovative and 

reflective teaching (cited in Orton, 1997). This is a concept that I have engaged with 

for many years as a secondary English teacher, and more recently as a teacher 

educator. There have been many attempts by teachers, governments, and 

researchers alike to define what being a professional means. The publication of the   

White Paper, ‘The Importance of Teaching’ (DfE, 2010), reasserted the view that high 

quality teachers were the most important factor in raising student attainment, 

something few would disagree with. At the same time, it sought to further redefine 

the model of the professional teacher within the revised Professional Standards for 

Teachers. (DfE, 2011, updated 2021) 
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Subject Knowledge 
 
A requirement of all teachers is the ability to demonstrate good subject and 

curriculum knowledge in order to maintain students’ interest in the subject and address 

areas of misunderstanding (Teachers’ Standard 3). When interviewing new 

applicants for the PGCE course, one of the common responses to the question, ‘Why 

do you want to be an English teacher?’ is, ‘I have always loved reading’. Whilst this 

may well have been true, it is also likely that this is something that they felt they 

should say in this situation. My experiences have been born out in discussions 

with colleagues in other training providers (Field notes, 26.5.2015) and I found this 

view echoed in research by Goodwyn (1992) and Domaille (2003). As English 

teachers, the reading history (or memory) of a trainee is likely to be pivotal to some of 

the choices they make in their professional practice. Their attitude to texts is also 

important in their position as a role model for their students, and this confirmed the 

value of focusing on the narrative of early career teachers in my study.   

 
 
Reading in Schools 
 
Research this millennium suggests that the place of reading for pleasure, in the school 

context has declined as a consequence of numerous curriculum reforms (Cliff Hodges, 

2010). Schools and English teachers remain under increasing pressure to raise 

standards at a time when teacher recruitment is challenging (Ofsted, 2009, 2019). 

Conversations with Heads of English during the pandemic confirm that recruitment of 

high-quality English teachers is challenging, with some schools only able to meet 

timetabling commitments by deploying other subject specialists who have spare 

capacity on their timetable or using supply teachers. The lack of funding means there is 

limited scope or opportunity to provide additional training to support these teachers.  

 

In recent years the development of students’ reading skills has focused on fulfilling the 

requirements of assessment, with often an emphasis on decoding and comprehension 

skills, leaving little time of space for reading for enjoyment. However, we need the 

enthusiasm and passion of new entrants to the profession to enrich students' reading 

lives and their learning. 

 

My observations led me to think further about the benefits of reading narrative fiction, 

both for trainee teachers and for those they teach. The principles that informed my 

thinking were based on my own experiences and notions of social constructivism. As 
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an English teacher much of my teaching has been concerned with exploring 

literature, which is an artificial construct, and through alternative readings, 

deconstruct meaning and examine the many discourses.  

 
 
Becoming a Researcher of Reading 
 
The value or intrinsic value of reading was worthy of further consideration and building 

on my own experiences I sought to explore the literature about reading for pleasure 

developing my identity as a researcher amid the various strands that have shaped my 

path. I was drawn in particular to research by Oatley (1999, 2011), Nell (1990), and 

Schutte & Malouff, (2006). They identified the 'transformational' benefits of reading 

fiction for individuals, who are able to enter another world, develop their imagination, 

and have access to more challenging texts that they would be unlikely to read by 

themselves. Their research resonated with my own view that engagement with fictional 

narratives is important in our development as individuals.  

 

Although often regarded as something ‘made up’, fiction can have beneficial and 

often therapeutic properties. This latter point is illustrated by the increased recognition 

of the benefits of reading aloud as cognitive therapy (Hardach, 2020) and in the 

promotion of reading by organisations such as The Reader. The Covid-19 crisis saw 

an increased interest in reading, perhaps as an antidote to the global pandemic. 

Nationally book sales increased during lockdown, with 31% of adults reading more, 

rising to 45% for 18-24-year-olds, according to a contemporary survey by The Reading 

Agency (2020). Almost two-thirds of respondents (70%), were reading fiction with 

classic novels and crime fiction proving particularly popular. Interestingly, the report 

also highlighted the increased sales of books about fictional epidemics, such as 

Camus’ ‘The Plague’ and Wolfe’s ‘The Viral Storm’, which were up by 139.2%.  

 
As government intervention in education increased, I became interested in the tension 

between what Bernstein (cited in Beck, 2009) termed the ‘official recontextualizing 

field’ (ORF) of knowledge, that seen as appropriated for the government’s modernised 

profession, and the ‘pedagogic recontextualizing field’ (PRF), that deemed important 

by the professionals working in the field – the teachers, researchers and 

communication specialists. This is particularly the case when the voice of the former is 

the loudest. Working closely with trainee teachers it is important I develop a critically 

reflexive approach to research (Etherington, 2009), not only to model good practice, 

but to form a central tenet in developing my own professional practice.  
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The place of narrative as a reflective tool has been explored by researchers such as 

Winter, Buck and Sobiechowska (1999), who see it as allowing ‘multi-voicedness’, and 

this encouraged me to bring my own account into this study. I have had the privilege of 

reading trainees’ reflections on their developing practice in the professional journals 

they keep during their training year. These narratives chart their deepening insight and 

transformation from trainee to teacher and influenced my opinions about looking at the 

views and attitudes of early career teachers. I am aware of the ethical considerations in 

conducting research in the workplace, and these are referred to later, in Chapter 5. My 

own experience of keeping a journal, has shown me that this is a valuable means of 

exploring ethical and professional issues and it has been useful to revisit earlier 

reflections as I completed this study. Together these elements confirmed my belief that 

my approach to studying reading should be a narrative one, but also that the study 

would contain a number of sub-narratives including the teachers’ stories.  
 
 
Introducing the Policy Narrative  
 
I am mindful that a narrative approach requires contextualization, so I examined the 

policy and practice of reading in schools and discuss this in detail in Chapters 3 and 4. 

However, it is worth noting here how the role of the reader has shifted in recent years 

from a recipient of narrative, to one of active engagement with the text, which is 

informed by personal and contextual influences. As previously noted, trainee English 

teachers often cite their love of reading as one of the principal reasons why they want 

to become a teacher. They are strongly influenced by their own reading experiences 

and reading history: this enthusiasm, knowledge and understanding is something 

that they are able to draw on when teaching literature in the secondary school. 

 

The central position of reading in the curriculum is evident when examining 

educational research and policy, but this is often in relation to assessment and 

measurable outcomes. It is too soon to assess the impact of changes to new GCSE 

and A-Level English courses in 2015, and in particular how a return to closed-book 

exams have impacted on teachers’ use of pedagogical approaches. Similarly, it is too 

early to be able to evaluate the experience of teaching and learning remotely during 

the Covid-19 pandemic. However, reading policy has often been linked to initiatives 

such as the National Literacy Strategy, or the teaching of early reading (Systematic 

Synthetic Phonics), which advocates specific teaching methods. By contrast, my 

research explores reading fiction in the secondary school with a specific focus on the 
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experiences of early career English teachers. This is an area that has merited limited 

attention from those researching reading, who, to date, have been more concerned 

with reading in the primary context. 

 

The move to working in teacher training further shaped my story as a teacher, and 

learner. Teacher Education involves a wide range of individual trainees with their 

individual storied lives, each having their hopes and aspirations for the future. Any 

exploration of teachers’ attitudes and perceptions needs to be mindful of these. 

The problem- solving approach to research, popular at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, had its roots in reflective thinking and looked at reasoning and 

the testing of a hypothesis. In contrast, I am interested in the stories the teachers 

tell and consider these in relationship to my own teaching and reading narrative. 

 

My professional narrative has inevitably been shaped by educational policy, be it in the 

context of school or initial teacher training and I will consider this further in Chapter 3. 

In school policy can feel constricting at times, particularly when teaching a more 

prescriptive curriculum, but I know from my experience that English teachers are 

resilient and creative and will find engaging ways of teaching any text. Unfortunately, 

teacher training courses have limited time to consider theories of reading, although this 

is surely an integral part of understanding how children learn. The training year is 

particularly busy, so it can sometimes be challenging to ensure that trainees have 

sufficient time to fully integrate theory and practice and develop their subject 

knowledge for teaching. If the reading of fiction offers particular opportunities to 

engage and reflect on a range of ideas and emotions, it is particularly important to 

consider the type of texts that might be read and taught in schools. The English 

teacher therefore   needs to be cognisant of the reading process, to inform and 

develop their pedagogical practice and ultimately improve outcomes for students. 

In Chapter 4 I will address the process of becoming a reader and consider the impact 

of policy decisions for teachers’ practice in the classroom.  

 

The ensuing time since conducting my research has given me the opportunity to 

consider further the implications of recent changes to the school curriculum and 

teacher training. This has added further to my own narrative and understanding of 

reading fiction and the implications for teacher training, which will be explored in this 

study, but first I consider policy in more detail in the next chapter.     
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CHAPTER 3 – THE NARRATIVE OF POLICY 

My review of education policy from the late 1920s, highlighted the shift to a more 

prescriptive reading curriculum, which contained lists of 'approved' authors and texts. 

Authors from the literary cannon dominated these lists, whilst teenage fiction as a 

genre had yet to be discovered. This broadly remains the case today, where notions of 

cultural capital still prevail when considering the statutory English curriculum, and there 

have been significant policy changes since this study began. The advent of the 

‘academisation’ of schools, heralded by The School’s White Paper, ‘The Importance of 

Teaching’ (DfE, 2010), called into question the notion of a ‘national’ curriculum given 

that academy schools were not required to teach the National Curriculum. In reality, the 

majority do, aware of the GCSE English Literature syllabus requirements  

 

As I complete my study in 2022, this situation continues to raise questions about the 

equity of students' reading experiences and entitlement to a wide range of texts, where 

the statutory guidance is no longer applicable. Increasingly the reading and writing of 

narrative texts is being replaced in some schools by a greater emphasis on complex 

information texts, which some would argue are better preparation for life after school. 

Evidence of this shift can be seen in the adoption of the Common Core Standards in 

United States Schools, and in a more subtle way in curriculum and assessment 

changes in this country. Proposed changes in teacher training potentially foreshadow a 

standardised curriculum for teacher training, with a centrally produced training 

programmes and resources. Although too early to say, it bears a striking resemblance 

to the approach taken when the National Literacy Strategy was introduced. (Field 

notes, 8.5.2021). It is therefore timely to examine what motivates individual English 

teachers to encourage students to read books, at a time of proposed greater 

standardization.  

 

Opportunities for reading fiction, and in particular reading for enjoyment, have been 

curtailed in many secondary schools as the result of other curriculum imperatives. 

Sadly, it can no longer be assumed that all schools have a school library: the space 

being used in a number of schools to house computers and provide additional IT 

resources, as I have noted in my field notes (Field notes, 10.1.2017). The drive to raise 

standards has also focused schools’ attention on improving results and measuring 

value-added outcomes such as Progress 8, as I discussed in the last chapter. 

Consequently, the reasons for teaching reading in the first place are often overlooked. 
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Understandably, increased emphasis has been given to STEM subjects, but this has 

left many teachers wondering why arts and creative subjects have been marginalised 

as a result. When I started teaching many years ago, I could not have imagined that I 

would now be asking the question: why is reading fiction important? 

 

Researchers such as Rosenblatt (1994), Alsup (2015), and Cliff Hodges (2010, 2016) 

have highlighted the lack of any clear educational rationale for teaching literature in 

policy documents or research. Indeed, there has been little consideration of the value 

of reading literature and its contribution to the development of an individual’s values, 

knowledge and understanding. This is surprising at a time when there is   a greater 

focus than ever on mental health and well-being in society, and the value of reading is 

promoted by charities such as The Reader. Nationally, there has been little debate 

about the teaching of fiction, as opposed to the method of teaching of (early) reading. 

Despite the insistence of subsequent governments that teachers should encourage 

reading for pleasure, the research shows us that this has often been marginalised 

when teachers are under pressure to ensure students meet assessment targets (Field 

notes, 15.3.2018).  

 

My initial review of literature confirmed that researching reading, in relation to 

teachers' experiences, was worthy of further study; there was clearly a gap in the 

literature calling for attention. Little research deals with the role of teachers in 

motivating readers, although Cremin and colleagues’ research (2007-11) focused on 

the reading habits of primary teachers and identified the need for further 

professional development for teachers. Their studies concluded that teachers 

needed to act upon four key practices: establishing a rich reading environment, 

creating time and space to read aloud for pleasure, talk about books, and have 

quality independent reading time.  

 

Although not recent, Lockwood (2008) and Cremin (2014) found that many 

teachers tended to focus on analysing texts and developing reading skills, at the 

expense of promoting reading for pleasure. Research by Hempel-Jorgensen et al 

(2018) concluded that teachers understood reading as a skills and area of 

expertise, whilst reading for pleasure was not regarded as a central idea within 

reading or seen as a social practice. 
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My study will contribute to the discussions about English teachers’ attitudes 

towards literature earlier highlighted by others, like Zancanella (1991) and Goodwyn 

(1992), and more recently Cliff Hodges (2016) and Mason & Giovanelli (2021). Central 

to this is the importance of teacher identity and their own experiences as a reader.  

 
 
The Narrative of Teacher Identity 
 
Teacher identity is not ‘a fixed construct’ (Gray & Seiki, 2020) but is formed by their 

changing experiences, backgrounds and interests. However, teaching is regarded 

as a profession, as it is ‘not only a job but an expression of an inner ambition and 

moral conviction’ (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2009).  

 

From a historical perspective, many teachers regarded the mid 1960s to 1980s as 

a ‘golden age’ in education (Dillon & Maguire 2011) where they had a high degree 

of autonomy. Former prime minister James Callaghan’s speech on education at 

Ruskin College in 1976 (Woodward, 2005), marked a watershed and the start of the 

‘great debate’ about education. He voiced ‘legitimate public concerns’ about ‘trendy’ or 

‘informal’ teaching methods and the need to move education from the preserve of 

the teaching profession to the control of government (Eason, 2005).  

 

This began the process that led to the introduction of the Education Reform Act 

(HMSO, 1988) which was probably the most important piece of legislation since 

1944, and the precursor to a nationalized system of education with the introduction of 

the National Curriculum and formalised arrangements for assessment. It also 

marked a change in the perceived view of teachers, who were now subject to regular 

mandatory Ofsted inspections, the introduction of a statutory curriculum, guidelines 

on what they had to teach and additional statutory assessment tests (SATs). The 

discourse reflected the over-arching requirement of accountability: ‘rigorous’, 

‘robust’, ‘sharp’, and ‘measurable’ became the bywords for progress. By the early 

1990s the climate of greater government control, and teacher accountability, had 

brought: 

 

‘…state control of pedagogical methods onto the agenda, through detailed prescription 

of methods to be employed...’ (Dillon & Maguire, ibid, p.13) 

 

Centralised control of education, as previously mentioned, has grown exponentially 

since the 1980s; any consideration of professionalism must therefore consider the 
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impact of policy change on teachers. The introduction of Local Management of 

Schools (LMS) and Grant Maintained Schools (GMS) required a ‘managerial’ and 

‘business’ approach from heads and senior teachers. Changes from the mid 1980s 

including the introduction of the Educational Reform Act had, despite the rhetoric, left 

many teachers feeling that their role had been curbed by government policy. Hoyle 

(1982) even suggested that the majority of teachers saw themselves as ‘restricted 

professionals’ who worked in a mainly practical and intuitive manner.  

 

Researchers such as Millard (2010) and Sachs (2016) argue that as external demands 

on education have become increasingly performative, teachers’ identities have aligned 

with those performative goals. This pressure is even more pronounced for early career 

teachers, as Gray and Seiki’s (2020) explored, through case studies of two first year 

teachers. They concluded that the teachers’ identities were affected by the quest for 

data-driven learning measures. This resulted in them feeling under pressure to 

abandon what they knew to be effective practices, and use approaches advocated by 

the school to meet these demands. More recently Fox (2021), an English teacher 

herself, argued that ‘the influx of performative neo-liberal education policy is a key 

factor in the restriction of teacher autonomy’. If this is true, it could account for the 

disconnect between aspects of teachers’ knowledge and, for many, any 

consideration of theory linked to practice. 

 

Despite some attempts by successive governments to consult with teachers about 

curriculum and assessment change, the view of the teacher as a professional has 

changed. The impact on the teaching profession of constant, rapid change resulted 

in many leaving the profession, with high levels of turnover, and the ‘highest levels of 

casualisation’. This observation was noted by Dillon and Maguire (2011) just over ten 

years ago, but it still rings true today. Looking at the narrative of recent policy change 

there are two distinct strands: the rhetoric of greater autonomy for schools and 

headteachers, and the consequent demands of assessment and accountability. This 

has led to significant hemorrhaging of early career English teachers, with most recent 

government statistics reporting that almost a third of teachers leave the classroom 

within five years of qualifying. (TES, 2020). To say this is a significant loss to the 

profession is an understatement.  

 

Another facet of professionalism in teaching, unlike the medical profession, is the 

difficulty in describing teachers collectively. Eraut (2004) described teachers’ 

professional knowledge as ‘esoteric’, which to outsiders is either very simple or 
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impossible to define. Most people have been to school, and therefore have a view of 

what teachers do: policy makers in particular appear to have this insight. Whilst 

specialist knowledge will necessarily include subject knowledge, expertise includes 

more than simply the transmission model of teaching, or else the teacher is only a 

‘high level technician’ (Eraut, 1994a, p.184). The traditional view of a professional 

would mean that a teacher possessed a clear body of knowledge about teaching and 

learning, and the ability to apply theory to practice.  

 
Changes in the 1990s left many teachers feeling constrained and viewing their role 

as a professional diminished. Researchers have differing views about the impact of 

change on teachers: Dixon et al (2001, p.8) likening them to ‘technicians following 

narrow directions from above rather than exercising professional judgment’. By 

contrast, Poe (1998) and Mortimore et al (1988) (cited in Dillon & Maguire, 2011) 

noted with some surprise the reaction from teachers to the loss of influence over 

curriculum aims and design. The legacy of such fundamental changes is seen 

particularly in some long-serving teachers, who voice concerns about professional 

identity (Stevens & Lowing, 2008), a view which is equally true today.  

 

Despite the proliferation of the term ‘professional’ in the policy documents of New 

Labour, the metalanguage of the document marked a shift to a set of competences 

that teachers had to meet and maintain throughout their career. Jones and Moore 

(cited in Beck, 2009) argued that: 

 

‘…the key effects of these innovations was to privilege a particular and highly reductive 

conception of competency as the basis of the pedagogies intended for youth trainees’ 

(p.5) 

 

Researchers such as Stevens and Lowing (2008) and Pike (2011) commented on 

the demise of teachers’ professional identity with the introduction of this model: 

 

‘... there seems to be the belief that the personal is not only irrelevant but even a 

hindrance to professional development ...’. (Pike, p.225) 

 
The discourse of policy also marked a shift to ‘training’ for all teachers, and the use 

of ‘trainees’: initial teacher education (ITE) became initial teacher training (ITT), 

although both are still used interchangeably. At the time there was an 
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expectation that the ‘impact’ of training was measurable and that a somewhat 

atomistic approach could be adapted to acquire the relevant competences, by 

following a recipe. Individual standards are, however, complex and require 

some highly developed skills: particularly for trainee teachers. They are 

certainly not free of any permeating theories of how children learn but are 

complex and involve professional development and judgement. 

 

A challenge in my previous and current role as teacher educator, is ensuring 

that the training course provides sufficient opportunities for trainee teachers to 

attain the relevant standards, without wishing to treat them as a list that simply 

needs to be ‘ticked off’. The can-do philosophy common with the initial 

introduction of the National Curriculum can be still be seen in some trainees 

and school-based trainers, who view the Teachers' Standards as a necessary 

set of hoops through which trainees need to jump. This was not surprising, for at 

the time it reflected the expectation that pupils progressed incrementally up the 

ladder of key stage levels. The recent introduction of the initial teacher training 

Core Content Framework (CCF), now in its second year, must underpin the 

design of providers’ training programmes. The different sections of the CCF 

correlate with the Teachers’ Standards, so successfully completion of the 

course should ensure that they are met. Final decisions confirming this are 

made at the end of the training year, and after which the early career teacher 

moves to the Early Career Framework (ECF) for their first two years in the 

profession.  

 

The narrative of ‘standards-based reforms’ is not unique to this country and has 

also affected the practice of teachers in   Canada, USA, New Zealand, and Australia 

(Fazal 2009, Ball 2016, Lingard 2020). This was something I came to understand 

better when I attended an international conference for English teachers (IFTE) 

in New York in 2016. Other teachers’ stories served to reinforce the 

international nature of change, which was driven with regard to data outcomes 

from the annual PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) scores 

produced by the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development). Comber (cited in Hodgson, 2011) argued that the promise of 

educational reform in Australia had ‘merely consolidated the place of education 

within the government’s productive agency’ (p. 256). This operational model is 

one that has been further shaped and promoted by government policy over 

subsequent years. 
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There is no doubt that policy is also determined by key imperatives such as 

funding: which may be one reason why the model of Teaching Schools and 

Schools Direct was introduced with some haste. In June 2010 Michael Gove, 

Secretary of State for Education, described teaching as: 

 

‘…a craft, and it is best learnt as apprentice observing a master craftsman or woman. 

Watching others and being vigorously observed yourself as you develop is the best 

route’. (Gove, 2010) 

 

Interestingly the national Postgraduate Teaching Apprenticeship programme 

was launched in September 2021, as a worked-based route into teaching.  

 

Whilst the SCITT, GTP and EBITT models of teacher training in England had 

been located in schools for some time, the imminent shift to teacher training run by 

schools (some with links to HEls) showed a lack of understanding about teacher 

knowledge at the time. Such a statement was also at odds with Ofsted’s 

assessment in their annual report (2010/11) that: 

 

‘…the ability of trainees to reflect entirely on their practice is a significant factor in 

promoting progress, particularly in HEls.’ (Ofsted, 2011, p. 77) 

 
 
The Narrative of Teachers’ Knowledge and Pedagogy 
 
The concept of teachers’ knowledge has been given limited attention by 

governments until comparatively recently. Reference has been made to teachers 

drawing on a body of knowledge to inform their teaching, but what this comprises 

is often the subject of debate. The introduction of the National Literacy (and later 

the Numeracy) Strategy in 1997 would suggest that the government at the time did 

not believe that teachers had sufficient knowledge of how to teach in these subject 

areas. Whilst some teachers found the strategies useful, the rapid introduction of a 

number of new initiatives led to ‘initiative fatigue’ amongst many teachers. The 

National Strategies, along with other quangos, were disbanded by the Labour 

government in 2011 as part of the move to decentralise control of education.  

Ironically, this heralded change did result in the anticipated increased collaboration 

between schools, and arguably led to a focus on English, Maths and Science at 

the expense of other curriculum subjects. (The Guardian 2009).   
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Comparisons with ‘successful’ teachers in countries such as Finland led the move 

to teaching as a master’s profession but the Master’s in Teaching and Learning 

(2010) was withdrawn after one year and very heavy start-up funding. The 

government’s planned abolition of the GTCE in March 2012, meant that there 

would no longer be a professional body for teachers, although at the same time an 

uncorrected transcript records that Michael Gove told the House of Commons 

Select Committee for Education that: 

 

‘…teachers should think about aligning themselves with or benefiting from professional 

associations…’ (Gove, 2012, response to Q166 from Neil Carmichael) 

 

and pointed out that they produce material on curriculum and professional 

development and the NUT publishes an education journal ‘with some fascinating 

stuff in it’. 

 
Earlier in response to Damien Hinds (Q22) he had identified a ‘number of partners 

with whom we should work in helping to improve professional development’ and 

specifically mentioned ATL’s Mary Bousted and the Prince’s Teaching Institute (Gove, 

2012). Yet this is a challenge for teachers and for professional associations, which 

are run as charities and reliant on teachers’ subscriptions. Encouragingly there 

remains a consensus amongst teachers that teaching as a profession is about 

more than skills and knowledge. Kirk (2011) views it is high time to: 

 
‘… jettison the familiar dichotomies between teaching as a craft and teaching as a 
Profession’. (TES online)  
 
Becoming a teacher is a complex process, dependent on the development of many 

interrelated skills. The standards-based reform movement created some 

apparently simple truths about effective teaching techniques, such as the use of 

phonemes and word recognition in teaching literacy. The standards are based 

on a set of deemed ‘behaviours’ with passing reference to reflection until the 

Excellent Teacher stage (no longer used) when teachers were required to: 

 
‘… research and evaluate innovative curricular practices and draw on research 

outcomes and the voices of external evidence to inform their own practice and that of 

colleagues’. (TDA 2007, Standard E2) 
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It is unclear to me, as a teacher educator, why teacher research should be the 

domain of a comparatively small number of teachers: unless broader training is 

offered, one wonders how more teachers will develop the necessary skills to 

undertake this research and evaluation and what ‘professional’ can logically mean. 

Sunley & Locke (2010, p. 164) cited Taylor’s earlier claim (2000) for teachers 

that: ‘little is known about how they understand and interpret their own values’ 

and themselves contested that professionalism is more than simply ‘contractual 

compliance’. Klieger and Wagner (2014) thought partnership important but 

considered professional knowledge in relation to Australian Steering Committees, 

not teachers. In the current rapidly changing educational context there remains 

an expectation that teachers will be positive role models and engage with 

change. Beginning teachers therefore need to be able to explore and articulate 

a rationale for their work in the classroom, if they are to develop as practitioners. At 

the heart of this evolution must be critical reflection, which enables them to 

draw on their own experience, and feedback from others, to inform the next 

stages in their practice. In developing an understanding of my own practice, it is 

important for me also to consider some of the concepts and research 

underpinning reflective practice in teacher education. 

A key question to consider is whether there is a research-based knowledge of 

teaching and learning. Hattie (2009) suggested that the difficulty in ‘synthesising’ 

(cited in Dillon & Maguire p.15) research outcomes meant that any findings were 

difficult for teachers to access or apply to their own setting. I would concur with 

this view from my own experience in teaching: the findings of outcomes were 

often regarded dubiously. Many colleagues regarded educational research as 

being little to do with their experience in the classroom, particularly if it had been 

conducted by someone who they perceived to know nothing about teaching.  

A culture of educational research is not embedded in many schools, even though 

this was one of the requirements initially when the Teaching Schools initiative was 

introduced in 2011. Perhaps engaging teachers in this research may encourage 

them to research an aspect of their own practice in the future, but now I turn to the 

important topic of reading itself. 

 
 
A Narrative of Reading 
 
The concept of reading is necessarily complex, and one that has been widely 

debated for many years. For young children it is primarily focused on decoding and 
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making sense of the printed word, whilst for those of school age it is often viewed in 

purely educational terms. In reality, we encounter a plethora of visual texts on a daily 

basis which we have learnt to ‘read’ and interpret.  

 

The age of digitisation and social media has led to a proliferation of different forms of 

multi-modal texts; and educationalists, such as Kress (2010), have argued that it is no 

longer possible to regard literacy as solely concerned with linguistic competence. 

There is a strong educational imperative for ensuring that young people have the 

critical reading skills that will enable them to read images, sounds and texts. Such skills 

are essential tools in being able to navigate and interpret the complex modes of 

communication that we encounter in everyday life. However, it should be noted that a 

wider view of ‘text’ has yet to be addressed by the national curriculum, with the current 

KS3 and KS4 programmes of study (DfE, 2014) making no mention of texts other than 

books.   

 

By contrast, the Australian English curriculum has included a focus on visual literacy 

for many years. Their current curriculum is broader and defines texts as, ‘written, 

spoken, visual, multimodal, and in print or digital/online forms’ (ACARA, 2021).  Whilst 

this aspect of reading lies outside the remit of my study, it is an area worthy of further 

research into the place of e-readers and tablets in reading for pleasure.  

 

Notions of reading change as a reader gets older (Appleyard, 1991) and, consequently, 

may no longer be defined in relation to education. Some people read widely, exploring 

texts that are quite different to those they encountered at school. There may of course 

be those who are sometimes described as ‘aliterate’ (Mikulecky, 1978), who can read 

but simply choose not to do so. Today the pressure is on children to be able to read 

confidently almost as soon as they can walk but it is worth remembering that readers 

are made not born, as the children’s writer Aidan Chambers (1973) cautioned over 

forty years ago.  

 

When setting out on my doctorial journey one of the challenges I faced was deciding 

on the use of terminology. From my reading it was clear that in some instances ‘fiction’ 

was explored under the umbrella term of ‘literature’, although the latter was broader in 

scope than the type of reading that I was going to explore. After much deliberation I 

took the decision to use ‘fiction’, as my study is concerned with the reading and 

teaching of fiction, although there are references to literature on occasions.  
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Why Does Reading Matter? 
 
Reading has been central to the school curriculum since records started and regarded, 

quite rightly, as an important skill in the quest to raise educational standards. Being 

able to read fluently is a skill to which most people aspire, and it is valued as a 

means of accessing information, extending thinking, and developing understanding. 

A confident reader is also able to encounter a range of different ideas, expressed in 

texts across time, and interpret these critically. As a result, the ability to read is a 

complex skill that goes beyond the skill of decoding: it provides the reader with the 

knowledge to read, comprehend and interpret. 

 

Nationally, pupils’ abilities as readers have mattered since the introduction of 

Payment by Results in 1862 (educationengland.org), up until the more recent Standard 

Assessment Tests (SATs). The introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988 served 

to define the nature and scope of literature in the secondary school, by prescribing 

authors to be taught at Key Stages 3 and 4. Although this list no longer exists, it 

appears to have been replaced by an increased focus on GCSE set texts at Key Stage 

3, in some of the schools I have visited. Consequently, the place and scope of reading 

for pleasure has been marginalised, to some extent, by the need to respond to the 

requirements of an assessment-driven curriculum. Even GCSE set texts were not 

immune from being chopped into, ‘boneless nuggets of Mcknowledge’ (Self, 2012), 

resulting in the loss of the cohesive experience of reading a whole text. Such an 

approach was unlikely to be good preparation for any post-16 English course.  

 

The introduction of the current English National Curriculum (DfE, 2014) was the 

prelude to an overhaul of statutory assessment and the return to studying whole texts 

from September 2016. However, based on some of my visits to schools the practice of 

relying on extracts from the text still prevails in some schools. A central difference to 

the current GCSEs is in the mode of assessment, which has changed from an open to 

a closed book exam: this continues to raise pedagogical questions for teachers with 

the consequent increased emphasis on content and recall. The changing nature of 

English as a curriculum subject will be explored further in the next chapter; but it is 

useful next to consider the difference between ‘literature’ and ‘literacy’ in relation to 

reading. 
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English: Literature and Literacy 
 
English is often regarded as a subject divided into two distinct parts and viewed as 

such by students and parents: literature and language. For me, the two are 

inextricably linked and through the reading process interdependent. Being literate is 

often regarded as being able to read and write well enough to cope with everyday life, 

including the demands of the workplace often termed ‘functional literacy’. For pupils, 

being literate also means being able to cope with the demands of the school 

curriculum and different examination requirements. 

 

Until comparatively recently the term ‘ literacy’, was mainly used in primary 

schools as a replacement for ‘English’. However, it is just as likely to be found in 

many secondary schools nowadays, with timetabled Key Stage 3 literacy lessons 

and a focus on literacy across the curriculum. The latter has been strengthened by 

the explicit requirement for teachers to ‘demonstrate an understanding of and take 

responsibility for promoting high standards of literacy …’ in Standard 3 of the 

Teachers’ Standards (DfE, 2021). The differences between the two terms may not 

seem important, but pedagogically they are significant, and I have not attempted to 

explore literacy skills as part of this study.  

 

The reading curriculum in secondary schools is often based on the English 

department’s approach or procedures, and from my own experience, resources. At Key 

Stage 3 the choice of class reader was (and still is) determined by what was in the 

stock cupboard. As a Head of English, I introduced a system where we mapped out the 

curriculum for the year, including the allocation of class readers. Inevitably, purchasing 

replacement copies or more recent novels was dependent on the departmental budget, 

and on occasions a class reader might have to be shared between two classes. 

However, we became resourceful and found new ways of teaching novels that hadn’t 

been used for a few years. The current ‘slimmed down’ national curriculum and the 

move to academy schools has removed the requirement to teach from a list of 

prescribed texts; resourcing issues remain the same. This may be another reason why 

the reading curriculum in many schools has become more restricted.  

 

 Historically, teachers have always been charged with teaching children to read, even if 

children do not enjoy the experience. Reading is regarded as a means to an end, the 

mechanism for accessing knowledge in other subjects and thus progressing 

successfully through the school curriculum. These notions echo George Sampson’s 
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well-known dictum that ‘Every teacher is a teacher of English because every teacher 

is a teacher in English’ (Sampson, 1921 p.25). Following the introduction of the 

national curriculum in the late 1980s, relatively short-lived government initiatives such 

as English in the National Curriculum (LINC) were launched. The resources produced 

by LINC were particularly popular with teachers, as the material was produced by 

English teachers, and many mourned its demise. This was succeeded by English 

Across the Curriculum, and the National Literacy Strategy (NLS). 

 
Brief consideration should be also given to the rationale for the teaching of literature, 

as opposed to the teaching of reading. I agree with Cliff Hodges’ assertion (2010, 

2016) that educationally this is something that has not been fully discussed or 

explored. Literature is often cited by policy makers as something that children should 

be ‘exposed to’, and more often than not, this is where the text is deemed to have 

literary ‘worth’. I also know from my own experience that in the past English Literature 

has been an options choice (at age 14), that less academic students were discouraged 

from choosing presumably because it was regarded as more challenging.  

 

Subsequent revisions of the English National Curriculum were accompanied by heated 

debates about the list of prescribed authors. This highlights the difference in 

semantics: literature includes fiction, but is all fiction literature? Early discussions of 

the nature of reading 'good' fiction in Victorian times emanated from the view that 

literature had improving powers, but at the other extreme some fiction was at best 

regarded as sensationalist or trite. The Victorian poet and HMI Matthew Arnold (1869) 

viewed good literature as ‘the best that has been thought and said’ and the pursuit of 

perfection. Although this view is regarded as rather elitist, if other texts are 

consequently excluded, it has been championed by politicians such as the former 

Secretary of State for Education Michael Gove (2011).  

 

The architects of the current English curriculum built on ideas of educationalists such 

as E.D Hirsch (Kirkby, 2013), and his model of ‘cultural literacy’ has influenced practice 

to date (Simons & Porter, 2015). This influence was clearly acknowledged by Nick 

Gibb, Minister of State for School Standards in 2015. He attributed reading Hirsch’s 

(1987) work to providing him with the ‘mental armour’ to fight off ‘the arrant nonsense’ 

he associated with personal learning (Gibb, 2015). The recent rise of support for 

Hirsch’s model of ‘cultural literacy’ places great importance on knowledge about 

texts, ideas which have informed recent curriculum change. The current version of 

the English curriculum requires pupils to be ‘taught to appreciate canonical 
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literature’ at Key Stages 3 and 4 (ages 11-16). Consequently, there is often little time 

left in the curriculum to look at developing pupils’ own reading and personal response. 

At times this situation has led to some internal tension between my personal and 

professional role but, ultimately, I hope to train teachers who have the necessary skills 

to respond to inevitable curriculum changes in the future.   

 

Further support for a core curriculum comes from Michael Young (2018) and 

colleagues who claim that ‘powerful knowledge’ should be at the heart of the school 

curriculum. Young views knowledge as something which is systematic, with clearly 

identified concepts that are related to each other systematically through subjects and 

disciplines. Such knowledge exists in its own right, and the curriculum should identify 

the subject-related concepts. Concepts are viewed as interrelated and can be explored 

systematically, which is more difficult for arts-based subjects.  This ideological 

approach has led to the use of ‘powerful’ language, such as ‘mastery’ (as in maths 

mastery) and ‘big’ (big geography), an increased emphasis on curriculum content and 

often a transmission model of learning. ‘This deficit framing of the knowledge and 

experiences of young people’, (Mason & Giovanelli, 2021 p.18) leaves little room for 

personal response in subjects such as English.  

 

Young viewed the pursuit of knowledge in its own right as a means of pursuing a social 

justice agenda and enabling students to ‘acquire knowledge that takes them beyond 

their own experiences’ (Young et al., 2014, p.7). These ideas were further explored in a 

special issue of Impact (the Journal of the Chartered College of Teaching), for which 

Young wrote the editorial (Young, 2018). In this he derides Hirsch’s (2004) lists of ‘what 

every child should know’ for turning teachers into transmitters of set learning and away 

from what Lambert, on behalf of the Geographical Association (GA, 2009), termed the 

practice of curriculum-making. He suggests that policy-makers should reverse their 

thinking, firstly, to separate the local community identity from its schools and expect 

high standards whatever the social situation, and secondly, to carefully structure 

knowledge so that learning is seamless. Young believes such changes will enable 

each child to receive a comprehensive education that is committed to academic 

excellence, enabling social mobility. His principle of ‘powerful knowledge’ refers to that 

which is systematic and specialised and is quite distinct from common sense.  

 

Also writing for Impact, Burns (2018) drew on his Master’s dissertation to suggest ways 

to achieve these goals.  He suggested that teachers should consider balancing factual 

and conceptual knowledge, breadth and depth, sequencing, and choice of texts before 
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starting to plan lessons.  Additionally, he proposed that subject specialists should 

support (teach?) their colleagues, and that schools should create ‘knowledge 

organisers’ that set out content around each topic to avoid any duplication or repetition, 

an idea at odds with Bruner’s (1960) notion of a spiral curriculum. Interestingly, a 

standardised approach to curriculum planning and content can be seen in some large 

Mullti-Academy Trusts, who are not required to teach the national curriculum but are 

accountable to Ofsted should they choose an alternative school curriculum.   

 

Together these ‘powerful’ ideas fully support the notion of a national curriculum and 

expect that teachers will have the necessary skills and the knowledge base to 

implement planning accordingly. I question how this would be the case if teachers in 

training are under pressure to conform to an imposed curriculum, CPD opportunities in 

schools are restricted by inadequate funding, and many teachers are not subject 

specialists. And fear, too, for what will happen to reading for pleasure and its 

advocates as a consequence. 

 

Eaglestone is critical of the theoretical drivers of the shift to a knowledge-based 

curriculum that ‘distorts teaching in a number of subjects’, by applying a scientific 

model of knowledge to the curriculum. As a literary critic himself, he is particularly 

disapproving of the impact of these changes to English teaching which in his view have 

‘disfigured and diminished the teaching of literature’ (2021, p.3). I share some of his 

concerns, but remain optimistic that good English teachers will always find ways in 

which they can enrich students’ reading experiences.  

 
My research topic led me to explore why the idea of reading for pleasure did not and 

does not have the status in the curriculum that it should. Nell (1988) suggested that 

prejudice against 'the pleasure principle' goes back to the Protestant work ethic, and 

earlier constraints about telling stories. The introduction of public libraries, following the 

Public Libraries Act in 1850, placed great emphasis on books as sources of 

information. As a result fiction was treated more suspiciously, resulting in only literary 

‘worthy’ texts and adult-approved classics for children being stocked. Librarians and 

teachers were viewed as important figures in society and the gatekeepers of literary 

culture, counteracting the ‘noxious influence’ of popular fiction at the time.  

 

Ross (1987) considered statements about reading made by librarians in the late 

nineteenth century around the concepts of reading and identified many that likened 

reading to the image of a ‘ladder’ or ‘eating’. This suggests that books can be 
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subjectively ranked in a hierarchy based on quality, with it being the reader’s job to 

climb the ladder moving from fiction to non-fiction and instructional texts. Similarly, the 

eating metaphor presupposes that the content of a text can be ‘consumed’ and 

subsequently result in an intended outcome on the reader. These images to a large 

extent reflect the prevalent view about public reading at the time, and it could be 

argued that this attitude continued for some time afterwards. Texts were therefore 

chosen to develop reading skills, or for some moral or social improvement, rather than 

to simply entertain. The importance of reading competence and its subsequent impact 

on literacy attainment remains a key focus in the early twenty-first century. 

 
The importance of mastering reading is still viewed as a pre-requisite to an 

individual’s personal development and their contribution to social and economic life 

(Holden, 2004), echoing some of the liberal ideas of the nineteenth century. Its 

significance was highlighted in 2003 by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport 

who noted that: ‘People cannot be active or informed citizens unless they can read’ 

(cited in Lockwood, 2008, p. 25). There were a number of significant reports into 

reading around prior to this. They included the OECD’s report (2002) into reading 

attainment and the link to writing ability, achievement in reading (McKenna et al, 

1995), and reading for pleasure in later life (Aarnoutse & van Leeuwe, 1998). More 

recently the work of the National Literacy Trust has drawn on evidence-based research 

to produce resources for teachers that support students’ progress in reading and 

writing.  
 

The unintended consequence of a prescriptive approach to reading was the creation 

of a hierarchy of texts, which is still evident today when looking at the prescribed 

reading curriculum and examination texts. However, the idea that more sophisticated 

readers choose to leave popular culture behind them has been discredited by 

researchers such as Atwell (2009) who advocates, ‘frequent and voluminous book 

reading’ to make a reader. Similarly, Miller (2010), who describes herself as a reading 

teacher, promotes ‘authentic’ reading and the idea that everyone is a reader.  

 
This chapter has explored some of the attitudes towards reading in schools. The 

loosening of national curriculum requirements should have resulted in greater 

autonomy for teachers, when choosing a text for their class. This could certainly be the 

case for the Key Stage 3 curriculum, to give students access to a wide and varied diet 

of reading. This would also enable them to develop their reading stamina, as 

advocated by Atwell (2009). In practice, many English departments now feel the need 
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to start teaching GCSE texts from Year 7, and revisit them in Key Stage 4 (Years 10-

11) . This offers little scope to include some of the of excellent contemporary teenage 

fiction in Years 7-9, although some departments have made a conscious decision to 

include them. Such novels are appealing to young adults, and their inclusion would 

undoubtedly help to foster the reading habit.  

 

The chapter also considered the place of reading in the curriculum, and how this been 

led to a large extent by policy initiatives. I have also noted the tension between 

curriculum intent and policy in practice, with a move to a more knowledge-based 

curriculum in a culture of high-stakes assessment outcomes. This is a necessary 

starting point, before turning to theories of reading in the next chapter. Consideration 

is given to the concept of becoming a reader and how this has changed in the light 

of different theories of learning. These approaches to reading will inform my later 

discussion about the pedagogy of teaching fiction and my discussions of teachers’ 

reading stories. 
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CHAPTER 4 – PEDAGOGY AND PRACTICE 

‘When I look back, I am so impressed again with the life-giving power of literature. If I were a 

young person today, trying to make sense of myself in the world, I would do that again by 

reading, just as I did when I was young’.4 

 

The previous chapter explored the narrative of policy and considered some of the 

drivers for more recent curriculum change. English, as opposed to most other 

school subjects, has been the subject of considerable scrutiny and discussion for 

many years. Completing this study has given me time to reflect on some of the 

seismic changes such as: the introduction of the National Curriculum in 1989, the 

debates about the prescribed reading lists, the English SATs (Standardised 

Assessment Tests), and the demise of coursework. My early field notes focused 

more on the impact of these changes on me as an English teacher, and some of 

the practical challenges faced by departments. In relation to reading, I can recall 

the experience of having to teach a new GCSE English Literature course one 

September before the prescribed texts had been confirmed (Field 

notes,18.2.2017).  

 

In the previous chapter, I also considered how current policy has been influenced 

by ideas of ‘cultural literacy’ and ‘core knowledge’, as promoted by educationalists 

such as E.D. Hirsch (1988) and Michael Young (2018). In relation to English 

literature, this ideological approach places importance on a cultural heritage 

approach which is largely based on works from the English ‘canon’. Duncan-

Andrade and Morrell (2008) explain that this results in a situation where:  

 
‘…teachers treat students as passive, empty receptacles and schooling becomes a 

process whereby knowledgeable experts ‘deposit’ bits of information into the minds 

of students.’ (p.55) 

 
This image is strangely reminiscent of the rows of children waiting to be ‘filled to 

the brim with imperial gallons of facts’ by Mr Gradgrind in Dickens’ Hard Times.  

 

Where teaching fiction is concerned with learning about texts, often through 

extracts, there is limited opportunity for students to engage in active reading of the 

text. Mason and Giovanelli (2021), discuss how this approach is likely to result in a 

 
4 Angelou, M.  (1994) The Complete Collected Poems of Maya Angelou.  
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pedagogical approach which is reliant on the teacher providing students with 

knowledge about the text. They warn that this, ‘not only downplays, but further 

actively delegitimises the role of reading the text in the class at all’ (p. 18).  

 

The pressure of assessment makes it likely that this learning discourse will be 

teacher-centered and less concerned with the reader’s own experience and 

response. Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008) explain that the cultural literacy is 

proscribed in this approach; ideas are transmitted rather than cultivated. However, 

students are surely entitled to experience a wider range of fiction than offered by 

the cultural literacy menu of fiction. Anecdotal evidence from my discussions with 

English teachers (Field notes 30.3.2022) suggests that this may be compounded 

by the decision by some academy chains to introduce a standardised ‘catch-up’ 

curriculum to address the 22-month learning gap post-pandemic. Research by the 

London School of Economics (2021) suggests that students lost a third of learning 

time during the pandemic, with the National Literacy Trust’s research (2022) 

highlighting the disproportionate effect on students from disadvantages 

backgrounds who were eighteen months behind their peers.  

 

Discussions with colleagues in school have served to highlight the tension between 

the assessment curriculum and accountability, and the desire to broaden the 

knowledge and experiences that students can gain from reading a wider range of 

texts. Their concerns echo those raised by researchers such as Mason and 

Giovanelli (2021), and this ideological approach is unlikely to give sufficient 

consideration to the role of the reader in the reading process.  

 
 
Motivating Readers    
 
Becoming a reader is a complex evolution from decoder to meaning maker, and an 

individual has different motivations for reading throughout their life. These may reflect 

external demands such as the curriculum and examinations, as well as reading for 

enjoyment: the vital thing is that we read. The impetus for independent reading has 

been of interest to many educationalists, as well as governments, and the cyclical 

focus on exploring young people’s reading habits in the UK has been championed by 

organisations such as the National Literacy Trust since the 1990s. The charity has 

provided teachers with a range of book-related resources to promote reading in the 

classroom, as well as access to current research and debates about literacy.  
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There have also been a number of high-profile campaigns over the year using 

celebrities, such as Premier League footballers, to promote reading with school 

aged children. The Premier League’s school programme, launched in 2016 was aimed 

particularly, but not exclusively, at boys (National Literacy Trust, 2020a). Other 

successful initiatives include the Premier League Writing Stars poetry competition for 

five-to-eleven-year-olds and Marcus Rashford’s book club (National Literacy Trust, 

2020b), intended to combat book poverty (1 in 11 children do not own a book). The use 

of high-profile role models has seen this strategy work successfully in many 

primary schools. However, before considering the relationship between the reader and 

the text further, it is useful to start by acknowledging some of the main theories of 

learning.  
 
 
Theories of Learning and Reading and Their Changing Dominance 
 
Theories of learning are crucial to effective teaching, and it is useful to consider 

these briefly in relation to three main categories: behaviourism, cognitivism, and 

constructivism. Before the 1920s, the primary form of reading for most people was 

based on a skills-model, for the purpose of decoding and word recognition. This 

formed the basis of the school curriculum, with the emphasis on the 3Rs: there 

was   little need or requirement to consider comprehension or developing reading 

stamina. After the First World War there was a renewed emphasis on raising 

standards of literacy to meet the demands of the post-war economy. The Education 

Acts of 1921 and 1936, saw the school-leaving age rise to 14 and 15 respectively, and 

population growth placed additional demands on training sufficient numbers of 

teachers.5  

 

The subsequent Butler Education Act of 1944 heralded free secondary education for 

all, and the introduction of the tripartite system of schools, and sought to promote 

social mobility. Education for all was now compulsory, and the move brought the first 

attempts to consider a national school system. English remained a central tenet in the 

curriculum and reading lessons often consisted of comprehension activities, the 

reading of classic stories, and learning poems by heart. However, stories played an 

important part in lessons and students listened to stories read by their teacher and the 

BBC’s school programmes on the radio. Classes would also listen to programmes such 

 
5 This historical overview is assembled from teaching notes with reference to the Education in 
England website (http://www.educationengland.org.uk) and, for the later period, to Gibbons 
(2017). 
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‘Singing Together’ each week, with its strong emphasis on lyrical folk songs. 
 
The traditional view of reading in school prevailed into the 1950s, influenced by 

behaviourist psychology with its emphasis on frequent interaction with a given stimulus. 

The concept of the reader remained one focused on making sense of letters, words, 

paragraphs, and the whole text. Reading was taught through separately defined 

reading skills, in a logical and sequential manner. For teachers the focus was on 

using reading comprehension as a means to secure students’ textual understanding. 

Greater use of reading schemes served as the primary means of assessing students’ 

progress in reading. 

 
A behaviourist approach to reading regarded learning as a conditioned response to a 

particular text, which is sometimes termed the ‘Bottom-Up’ reading process. The 

stimulus was the printed word and meaning progressed from comprehension of 

individual parts of language to the text as a whole. More recently this approach has 

been used to inform the pedagogy of early reading, with the renewed emphasis on 

using Systematic Synthetic Phonics (SSP). Furst (1981) noted an emphasis on the 

sequential acquisition of basic skills, known as the ‘mastery’ approach. Interestingly, 

this is a term that has been reintroduced to the lexicon of pedagogical approaches. 

However other factors such as attitudes and beliefs should also be considered in 

relation to a student’s ability to read and consequently learn (Manzo, 2010). 

 
A major criticism of the behaviourist approach was the atomistic approach to reading 

a text, and the emphasis on a linear approach to learning. Researchers such as 

Samuels and Kamil noted that an emphasis on word recognition often meant that: 

 
‘...little attempt was made to explain what went on within the recesses of the mind 

that allowed the human to make sense of the printed page’ (1988, p. 25)  

 
Reading theory changed in the 1960s, with a shift away from behaviouris to a 

cognitive approach to reading. Schema theory assumes that a text does not have 

meaning and value of its own: this only happens through the reader’s interaction with 

the text. Cognitive theories give equal importance to the printed words on the page 

and the reader’s schema. This positions the reader in an active role, where prior 

knowledge, experiences and emotions are critical to accessing textual meaning. 

Similarly, Gestaltist or ‘Top-Down’ Theory (Wertheimer & Riezler 1944) provides a 

model where a reader draws on their own experiences to interpret the text and 
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therefore draw meaning. The theory was subsequently criticised for being too 

descriptive and lacking in evaluation and significant quantitative research (Bruce, 

Georgeson & Green, 2003). However, it is worth mentioning in the light of later 

discussions about the reader response theory.  

 

The third learning theory to be considered is that of Constructivism. As an 

epistemology, it offers further understanding of how individuals construct or create 

meaning, by interacting with what they already know or have experienced. 

Constructivism represents a view of learning that is the culmination of work in several 

areas of psychology including Piaget’s developmental Stages (Piaget,1957), which 

was influential in the development of educational pedagogy. The Plowden Report 

(CACE,1967) played a significant part in shaping education in subsequent years and 

drew on the work Dewey, Bruner and Vygotsky, in addition to Piaget (Brooks & Brooks 

1993). The basic premise was that learning took place through experience.  

 

According to Bruner (1996): 
 
 ‘… Education must be conceived as aiding young humans in learning to use the tools 

of meaning-making and reality construction.’ (p. 20) 

 

There remains a strong emphasis on constructivist teaching in schools today, with 

importance given to active learning and the use of teaching strategies such as 

modelling and scaffolding. Teachers gives due regard to student-centred learning, 

when planning lessons, and the use of metacognitive activities. The semantic 

difference between ‘education’ and ‘learning’ serves to illustrate a shift of focus in 

education in recent years. For constructivists, learners are no longer passive recipients 

of information, but of co-constructors of knowledge and understanding. This notion of 

learning appears to be at odds with a knowledge-based framework for learning, where 

students are recipients of knowledge. Rather than behaviours and skills being the 

goal of education, the focus is on cognitive development and deeper understanding. 

Constructivism marked a shift from learning being viewed as a linear process: to it 

being regarded as being rightly complex and non-linear in nature. In relation to reading, 

meaning is drawn from language cueing systems, words, and context: the latter 

include social and situational information. From this point onward, the role of the 

reader is increasingly viewed in terms of their active relationship with the text 
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The Reading Process and Fiction        
 

A further important shift in understanding about the reading process came in the 

1970s through the work of Louise Rosenblatt (1978), and her development of the 

reader-response theory. She was influenced by the work of Dewey, with whom she 

had previously worked, as well as researchers such as Iser, Fisher, Holland and 

Barthes (Cliff Hodges, 2016), who viewed the reader as an active agent in the reading 

process. The role of the reader in creating meaning had been recognised in literary 

theory since the 1920s with the work of I.A. Richards (1924) and John Ransom 

(1943), and others of the New Formalist movement. However, they regarded the 

reader’s role as being peripheral to the form and structure of the text: consequently, 

reading remained a more external activity. For Rosenblatt, terms such as ‘the 

reader’ and ‘the text’ were useful labels, but they failed to recognise the individual 

reader and their own response to the text. Rosenblatt regarded reading as, 

 
‘… of necessity an individual and unique occurrence involving the mind and emotions 

of a particular reader.’   (Rosenblatt, 1938).  

 
Her experience as a literature teacher, and subsequently researcher, resulted in the 

development of a model of reading that covered all modes of reading. In The Reader, 

The Text, The Poem: The Transactional Theory of the Literary Work she argues from 

her experiences as a teacher that the act of reading involves a transaction between 

the reader and the text (Rosenblatt, 1994). Like the constructivists Rosenblatt saw 

interaction as central to creating meaning, whatever the text. Unlike the New 

Formalists, she did not make a distinction between the types of text or bound by the 

importance of the literary canon.  
 

The view of reading as a transactional process is equally applicable to a work of 

Shakespeare, or a novel by Ben Okri. For Rosenblatt reading was a unique and 

‘reciprocal, mutually defining relationship’ (Rosenblatt, 1994). The ‘transaction’ 

between the reader and text being a continuous act, with each affecting the other.  

Rosenblatt’s view that the teacher should avoid imposing a particular view or 

interpretation of a text remains attractive to most English teachers today; the 

challenge exists when one considers the requirements and demands of an 

assessment-driven curriculum. This was best summed up by a Head of English who 

bemoaned ‘being under continuous scrutiny from SLT’ and having little time and space 

to ‘let the kids read other books that we know they’ll love’ (Field notes, 30.1.2019).  
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Zunshine (2006) identified the concept of mind-reading, known as ‘Theory of Mind’, 

and widely used by cognitive psychologists. This refers to how we as readers 

ascribe a certain personality, or state of mind to a character, very often on the basis of 

a few brief words. This allows the reader to be able to anticipate the protagonist’s 

decisions, for example, to pursue a particular course of action. A writer’s ability to 

depict the character convincingly enables the reader to view the story from the 

character’s viewpoint: this is equally effective when the story is written in the first 

person, or using the omniscient narrator. 

 

More recently Mar and Oatley, together with colleagues at Toronto University, have 

explored the impact of reading fiction on the minds and brains of readers. Like 

Zunshine, they see the reader as an active agent in the reading process. Meaning is 

‘made’, not simply from the words on the page, but experiences are lived: 

‘sometimes enjoyable, sometimes profound’ (Oatley, 2011, p.ix). Oatley concludes 

that researchers have not considered fiction literature worthy of empirical study in the 

past, viewing it primarily as entertainment. This resonates with comments that I have 

heard senior teachers make in the past, assuming that a class reading lesson was not 

as educationally valid as lessons where learning was ‘visible’ (Field notes, 17.7.2019). 

It can be argued that this view still reflects the status of reading for pleasure in some 

schools, and judgements about the suitability of certain texts. Mar and Oatley’s 

research considers the benefits of reading fiction from a psychological stance, in a 

version of Theory of Mind (Zunshine, 2006), and explores the link between reading 

fiction and empathy (Mar & Oatley, 2008, 2009; Oatley, 2012, 2016). 

 
The ‘transformational’ benefit of reading fiction has also been explored by other 

researchers, such as Nell (1990) and Guthrie and Alvermann (1999).  For them, the 

process of reading fiction enables the individual to enter another world, develop their 

imagination and have access to more challenging texts than they would generally 

choose to read for themselves.  

 

They argued that engagement with fictional narratives appears important to individual’s 

development, with Nell likening the experience of reading for pleasure to a form of play. 

Although often regarded as something ‘made up’, fiction can have beneficial and often 

therapeutic properties, as advocated by charities working in the fields of mental health 

and dyslexia for example. In recent years there has been an increased use of reading 

aloud in cognitive therapy, for example in the context of prisons, which has been 

promoted by charities such as The Reader which successfully operates nationwide to 



 68 

promote the shared reading of literature. Here the process of reading is used to 

explore life experiences and emotions, through shared reading.   

 

English classrooms can also offer opportunities to explore real life themes through fiction, 

in a safe learning environment with due sensitivity. Researchers such as Groenke, et al 

(2010), have considered the role of the English teacher in selecting texts that address real-

life issues and topics that were often considered taboo. They found that studying texts that 

deal with subjects such as racism and mental health provided a framework for students to 

discuss and question attitudes in society. In this case fiction offered the unique opportunity 

for students, as Maya Angelou (1994) claims, to make sense of themselves in the world. 

Pachtman and Wilson (2006, p.683) believe that book choice not only promotes a 

sense of ownership of the reading activity, but also ‘translated into students reading 

and enjoying more books’, echoing Worthy and colleagues (1998) view that, for the 

reader, selecting one’s own reading materials both improves competency and makes 

reading a positive experience.  

 
Mar and Oatley (2008, 2009) and Oatley (1999, 2011, 2012, 2016) have 

considered the link between social cognition and narrative processing, and the central 

place of reading fiction. A primary concern is the relationship the reader has with the 

main protagonist, and their research explores what causes this response. In contrast, 

Vermeule (2010) pondered why the reader should care about a literary character. He 

argued that novels, and in particular eighteenth-century novels, exemplify a kind of 

mind reading that enables the reader to share the experiences of a character. The 

readers’ relationship with the main protagonist, in particular, enables them to 

empathise with the character. This may explain why some readers are drawn to stories 

set in a myriad of social, historical and mythical settings and find themselves siding 

with anti-heroes such as Tom Ripley, in The Talented Mr Ripley. In Oatley’s (2012) 

view, the central issue for understanding how readers engage in fiction is ‘resonance’: 

without this there is little motivation for the reader to be invested in the lives of the 

characters and the story’s resolution. This is again something to be considered when 

choosing a class reader.  

 

The notion of ‘empathy’, according to Oatley (2011), has been in existence in 

European languages for little more than a hundred years. Originally contained within 

the term ‘sympathy’, feelings of empathy are usually triggered by observation and the 

ability to imagine a character’s particular situation and predicament. This in turn may 

lead to a recognition by the individual of their own situation and evoke an emotional 
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response: this is something I explore more closely later in this study.  Fiction is viewed 

as an ‘empathetic act’ (Oatley, ibid) and it is the narrative form that allows the author to 

present a constructed world and characters’ actions and motivations. The reader is 

also able to put aside their own concerns and get ‘lost in the book’ and experience 

the emotions and challenges that beset the character. Nell (1988) considers 

spontaneous or ‘ludic’ reading, which offers rewards that are likely to sustain the 

reader for extended periods of time. This resonates with Atwell’s call for ‘frequent and 

luminous book reading’ (2009), and a challenge for schools as I discussed in the last 

chapter.  

 
 
Reading as a Force for Change 
 
Cunningham (2009) considered the reciprocal effects of reading volume, which over 

time can ‘carry profound implications of a wide range of cognitive capabilities’ 

(p.137). This of course raises some serious questions for those readers who do not 

share this experience and are likely to find it difficult to make progress in reading. This 

has clear implications for English teachers when making text choices for their classes. 

Ludic reading is play activity ‘pursued for its own sake’ (p.8) and although it could be 

any form of reading, in the case of Nell’s research it is concerned with reading fiction. 

His research examined the reading habits of thirty-three ludic readers and considered 

some of the psychological mechanisms that take readers ‘out of themselves’ and into 

another world. Oatley, in Such Stuff as Dreams (2011) explores similar phenomenon, 

likening the trance-like state when reading to a state similar to daydreaming. The 

idea of fiction as ‘dream’ is explored through a range of fiction, including 

Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night's Dream, and Oatley examines the benefits to 

readers in his research.   
 
The distinctive feature of narrative fiction is, according to researchers such as Mar et al 

(2009), Oatley (1999, 2011, 2012, 2016),  Zunshine (2006), and Djikic, et al (2009) is 

its transformational qualities. Mar and Oatley (2009) argued that literary narratives 

have an  

 

‘important purpose. They offer models of the social world via abstraction, 

simplification and compression’ (p. 173). 

 

The US Books that Made the Difference (1983) found that ‘for avid readers, books 

were powerful instigators of self-change’ (Djikic, et al, p. 24). They subsequently 
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attempted to test the assertion that reading can change personality, and also explore 

which theoretical frameworks would support the claim that art can lead to a process 

of personality maturation. Djkic and colleagues (2012) surveyed one hundred and 

sixty-six first year undergraduate students and used two texts, one a short story by 

Chekov, and the other a factual reconstruction of the story. Participants were required 

to code their response to each text after reading it, under laboratory conditions. The 

results of the research supported the hypothesis that art can cause significant 

changes in self-reported experiences and concluded that the difference in responses 

was attributed to the difference in the art form rather than in the level of interest in the 

individual text.  
 
This group of researchers regard Narrative Fiction as being unique in its capacity to 

offer a deep and immersive experience, based on social interactions. This allows the 

reader to experience settings and plots, which might be far removed from their own 

experience, but enables them to gain an understanding of a character’s predicament 

and live through the plot’s resolution. The reader does not need to be anything like the 

main protagonist, but the shared narrative experience can, ‘augment our capacity for 

empathy and social inference’ (p. 175). Carefully crafted stories deal with issues that 

are central to humans, and ‘modelling’ allows an individual to explore another person’s 

mental states and possibly consider how they themselves would behave in a similar 

situation. 

 

The relationship between the study of fiction and the emotional response of students is 

the focus of more recent research by, amongst others, Junker and Jacquemin (2017). 

Like Mar and Oatley, they view empathy as a response which effectively interconnects 

affective and cognitive aspects, with the act of considering the world from another 

person’s perspective. They examined the written work of students who had been given 

a series of analytical prompts designed to improve their comprehension skills. Writing 

was judged against a four-point scale, including students’ ability to show multiple 

perspectives and affective responses. They concluded that students with higher scores 

on the empathy scale were also regarded as the better writers. One limitation of the 

study is the focus on analytical writing, where arguably narrative writing would be more 

conducive to demonstrating students’ empathetic responses. In addition, any attempt 

to measure empathy is fraught with problems as Cunningham notes, ‘empathy is 

notoriously difficult to evaluate because it happens within the minds of students’ (2009, 

p.694).  
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It is interesting to consider the relationship between the reader and central character 

from the perspective of the writer. The novelist Angela Carter could easily have been 

describing Theory in Mind when she said: 

 
‘Reading a book is like rewriting it for yourself. You bring to a novel, anything you 

read, all your experiences of the world’. (1995) 

 

Theory in Mind researchers view this immersive process as a safe way of 

encountering worlds that are by definition not reality, but deal with aspects of 

reality and the human condition. The story needs to be authentic in its own terms, 

or the reader will not be invested in the evolving plot. Zunshine (2006) provides two 

further aspects of Theory in Mind: ‘Tracking Minds’ and ‘Concealing Minds’ (p. 4). The 

former    is based on meta-representationality, which allows the reader to keep track 

of complex narratives and character behaviour. The latter focuses on the reader’s 

engagement with something like the detective narrative and how their reading 

history and how the genre has developed over the last one hundred and fifty years 

helps them to understand it.  This is something I discussed in relation to my own  

reading in Chapter 2. The reader has the capacity to deal with a very specific type of 

plot, focus on specific details of clues and remain suspicious of each character in 

turn: this demands a very particular use of Theory of Mind. 

 
 
Enabling all Students to be Proficient Readers 
 
Reading remains a central part of the English curriculum, and a key skill necessary for 

all students to allow them to access the curriculum. Not unsurprisingly, researchers 

have found that motivated students are more likely to read and over a period of time 

will increase their consumption of texts. Fletcher et al (2012), identified the reciprocal 

causality between reading frequency, volume and reading skills which can lead to 

higher academic achievement in ‘good’ readers. By contrast, less confident readers 

tend to be placed in lower ability sets and are often taught by less well-qualified, or 

unqualified, teachers who are more likely to rely on teaching discrete reading skills, the 

use of extracts and simplified versions of the text (Dunne & Gazeley, 2008; Allen, 

2015). This observation is worthy of further consideration given the national shortage of 

subject specialists and instances where departments are under pressure to raise 

attainment. In these situations, some English departments rely on central schemes of 

work, to be used by all teachers, to provide equity of provision. As a Head of English 

said, ‘that’s the only way I can be sure what’s going on’ (Field notes, 9.3.2020).  
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Reading is concerned with making mean through inference and this is the basis of 

successful comprehension. The ability to make cohesive links is important at both a   

micro and macro level, as noted by Cain et al (2001). Effective readers need to be 

able to connect ideas at a local level, within and between sentences and paragraphs, 

whilst global coherence is necessary to understand a text as a whole. Their research 

explored the importance of readers having relevant background knowledge, so some 

key information was taught before the reading activity. Results suggested that more  

able readers can make more accurate inferences than less confident readers, as they 

can draw on a wider reading repertoire. This enables them to regularly update their 

knowledge of characters, plot and setting across a number of chapters and develop 

more sophisticated models of the narrative. Proficient readers can recall the main 

elements in a story, and cope with parallel plots and the use of more than one 

narrator. However, they will still need support with understanding more complex 

plotlines and the use of structural devices such as flashback (Kucer, 2010b). By 

contrast, poor readers generally have a restricted reading history to draw upon. Cain et 

al (2001) comment that even explicit prior teaching of background knowledge was not 

always used by less able readers to make sense of the text; it was acknowledged 

that this might not necessarily be due to poor recall skills. This raises wider issues 

relating to children’s motivation and engagement with reading, which are of concern to 

English teachers. In Chapter 6 I explore the significance of childhood experiences of 

reading through the narratives of three English teachers.  

 

Much of the research into reading highlights the uneasy place of reading for pleasure in 

school, which has its roots in early formal educational policy. Reading for pleasure 

is promoted as beneficial and enjoyable, but over the years has become less 

pleasurable for some children who associate reading with mechanistic 

comprehension exercises and decontextualised activities. From a historical perspective 

this has created a cyclical process, where the drive to raise standards produces a 

reading curriculum that is not necessarily engaging for all students. Over time, this 

process tends to polarise reading ability as well as attitudes to reading. A limitation 

of much of the research into reading is that it is limited to children of primary age, 

with comparatively little directly relating to teenage readers. 

 
The secondary English curriculum has arguably become more prescriptive over time, 

as discussed in the last chapter, with recent curriculum change producing a more 

restricted reading experience for some students. This situation is even more acute 

where students have limited access to books at home, or access to library books. An 
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emphasis on literature particularly at examination level, has further limited the space 

for reading for pleasure. Confident readers demonstrate reading stamina and are able 

to make connections between characters, themes and plot. Their ability to synthesise 

enables them to see the text as an entity but also, as Kucer (2010a) suggests, show 

insight into the construction of a plot. However, from my own observations in school 

less confident readers are often given short or simplified versions of a text, rather than 

the complete narrative, but then expected to analyse every part in detail (Field notes 

17.10.2018).  

 
The current secondary English curriculum places a focus on providing more coherent 

reading experiences for students, as previously discussed. Statutory assessments 

require in-depth study of two challenging prose works, with only a general 

requirement to include pre- and post-1914 literature, two Shakespeare plays and 

‘seminal world literature’ (DfE, 2014). The move away from a two-tiered GCSE entry 

level in 2016 removed the cap on achieving a maximum grade C, for students who 

would previously have taken the ‘Foundation Tier’ (HoC, 2016). However, years of 

preparing students to analyse short extracts, left some teachers de -skilled in the 

teaching of whole texts (Westbrook, et al, 2018), and potentially affected their 

confidence in teaching them. Moreover, while the DfE (2014) helpfully provided a 

lengthy glossary, detailing ‘technical grammatical terms’ for teachers on their website; 

there was no guidance on how to teach plot, structure, characterisation, or inference. 

 
Little research deals with the role of the teacher in motivating readers, although 

Cremin conducted a large-scale research study into the reading habits of primary 

school teachers in 2007 (Cremin et al, 2007). This revealed the surprising results that 

those they interviewed identified a very narrow range of children’s fiction books, some 

quite clearly coming from their own reading as a child. Their research covered a 

number of English counties and was supplemented with CPD for the teachers to give 

them the knowledge and confidence to become reading role models. Subsequent 

research in 2009 and 2011 identified limited progress, and asked, ‘Do we seek 

opportunities to capitalise upon the potential synergies between our own reading 

habits and those of the students?’ (Cremin et al, 2009, Cremin, 2011). Cremin (2011, 

2016) also raised the interesting question (citing Hopper, 2005) of whether an English 

teacher with a good English Literature degree has acquired the necessary subject 

knowledge to support today’s students. This is an area worthy of further exploration, 

particularly in the secondary context, where there appears to have been limited 

research to date. 
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Zancanella (1991) conducted research in the USA into the relationship between five 

junior high school teachers’ personal approaches to studying literature and teaching 

literature. He stated that ‘English teachers are readers of English long before they are 

teachers of literature’ : his observation resonated with my own thinking. Zancanella 

collected data through interview, each teacher being interviewed and observed 

teaching eight times, and used field notes, transcripts from audiotapes and artefacts. 

From his case studies he concluded that some of the trainees were constrained by 

their own experience of being taught English. This was evident in over-reliance on a 

restricted model of English and a greater concern with identifying literary devices and 

preparing for ‘state mandated assessment tests’ (Zancanella, ibid, p. 1). 

 

Not long after, Goodwyn (1998, 2008) also explored some of the prevalent attitudes 

towards reading by English trainees in this country. His research suggested that some 

of the misconceptions held by English teachers may have a somewhat ‘distorting effect’ 

on the learning opportunities of all students. The earlier response of the PGCE English 

interviewee who has ‘always love[d] reading’ (1998) may well be based on their own 

reading history, success as a reader, and enjoyment. It might also reflect the 

perceived importance of the ‘canon’ of English Literature. This echoes with some of 

Zancanella’s findings, and raises the question, how far are new recruits to the profession 

the product of educational policy?  

 

Goodwyn’s view contrasts with Cremin’s findings and promotion of the teacher as 

reader, as the most effective agent in promoting reading. This may be because his 

research focuses on secondary English teachers. The teaching of reading in the 

secondary school remains principally something tackled from a literary perspective, 

and with the recent changes to the national curriculum and a move back to a more 

traditional curriculum it is not clear that this is likely to change in the immediate future.  

 

Domaille (2003) considered the place of reading in the secondary school almost twenty 

years ago, and interestingly her findings resonate with some of the experiences of 

English trainees today. She examined three areas that affect the development of a 

trainee English teacher: their prior knowledge and experience the start of the course, 

together with the experiences that they encounter on their training year. She 

explored the background to the philosophy of teaching reading and government policy 

and, like Oakley, advocated an approach that involves ‘narrative submersion’ rather 

than textual analysis. Domaille reflected on some of the ways in which trainee teachers 

negotiate the ‘rocky road’ of lesson planning through case study, being mindful of 
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external constraints and policies. She concluded that, ‘English may not be solely about 

a love of literature anymore, but it does not have to abandon that love of reading’ (p. 

70). This is an optimistic view that I share, despite the ebb and flow of curriculum and 

policy change. 

 

More recently, researchers at the University of Sussex have investigated ways to aid 

students and teachers with reading progress. A study by Westbrook, et al (2018) 

considered a group of twenty English teachers who were asked to change their 

practice and read two whole challenging novels back-to-back as part of their formal 

English lessons. Teachers were asked to teach the texts at a faster pace than usual 

with their average and poorer readers in Year 8. Ten teachers were given additional 

training in teaching comprehension skills, and at the end of the research period 

students’ progress was measured through the use of standardised reading 

comprehension tests. Their findings showed that across the two groups of students 

(average and poorer readers) students made 8.5 months’ mean progress, with 

surprisingly poorer students making 16 months progress: with no discernible difference 

made by the training programme. They concluded that the experience of reading 

challenging and complex novels aloud and at a fast pace repositioned ‘poorer’ readers 

as ‘good’ readers. Analysis of qualitative data revealed that teachers who had received 

the training were able to explicitly teach skills such as inference and provide context 

and explanation for more difficult parts of the text. This approach to whole class guided 

reading was also beneficial to other groups of students, such as the most able. 

However, years of a curriculum which encouraged the teaching and assessment of 

extracts has left some teachers feeling less confident about teaching a whole text. This 

resonates with earlier research by Dunne and Gazeley (2008) and Allen (2015). 

 
 
What Happens Next? 
 
Nationally, the recruitment of qualified English teachers has become increasingly 

challenging in recent years, even for ‘outstanding’ schools. As I have said, many have 

been forced to address timetabling gaps by using non-specialist teachers who are 

under their teaching target or employing unqualified teachers. Gove’s introduction of 

the training bursary in 2011, largely disbanded in 2020 as the pandemic took hold 

(Whittaker, 2020a), was an attempt to increase applications to training courses. 

However, limited attention has been devoted to stemming the numbers of English    

teachers who leave the profession after three years of teaching, and shortly after 
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its announcement the pledge to raise the salaries of new teachers was postponed, 

making its implementation uncertain (Whittaker, 2020b). 

 

Financial imperatives also mean that professional development and training has 

been heavily curtailed, with subject pedagogy mainly taking place within the 

department and it is unclear whether there will be time and sufficient shared 

knowledge to do this adequately. Whilst I would be the first to promote the value of 

learning from colleagues, it is important to have a broader professional 

understanding of the current debates and good practice in the subject. It is to be 

hoped that the move from a one-year NQT induction year to the two years of Early 

Career Teacher (ECT) will go some way to address this. The Early Career Framework 

(CCF) promises an entitlement to CPD and mentor support in the first two years of 

teaching: this is an aspect of practice that deserves further exploration in the future’.   

 

In Chapter 3, I pointed out that some researchers bemoaned the lack of any discussion 

or clear rationale for teaching literature (Rosenblatt 1994, Alsup 2015, Cliff Hodges 

2010, 2016) behind policy changes. I also explained how the English curriculum had 

evolved over time, with the influence of work from ‘the cannon’ and literary heritage, 

although this is arguably one that is less inclusive than it was in the past. This has 

arguably led to a more restricted reading curriculum, exacerbated by the recent 

introduction of a ‘catch up’ curriculum in some schools and consequently limited time 

for students’ independent reading. Cliff Hodges’ (2010, 2016) interviews with young 

people highlight the emotional investment many young people invest in reading for 

pleasure, which makes it even more important that teachers and researchers consider 

the reasons for reading.  

 

This chapter (4) has considered what is meant by the concept of ‘reading’, and how 

different models of learning have influenced and shaped reading theories. The  

educational theorists who influenced my thinking initially included Rosenblatt and 

Zunshine, who both view reading as a dynamic and reflexive activity. My thinking has 

been developed further by reading the work of educationalists and researchers, 

such as Oakley and Mar, who explore the relationship between the reader and the 

character in fictional worlds. The reading process is heightened when it is ‘immersive’, 

where the reader can experience events and emotions on the shoulders of the 

character. Living life through the character’s eyes allows the reader to experience 

a range of situations within the framework of a constructed reality. A reader is able 

to empathise with the character’s predicament and anticipate future behaviour. The 
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story’s end provides a resolution for the reader, even if this is at odds with their 

preferred ending, and on occasions the absence of a definite ending may prove 

unsatisfying for some.  

 

In this chapter I have revisited theories of learning in relation to reading, because as a 

teacher and research I deem them to be important and I considered different 

ontologies that are relevant. Reviewing the literature highlighted the paucity of research 

into the personal and professional roles of English teachers as readers. Together 

chapters 3 and 4 drew attention to a gap in our knowledge that could usefully be 

addressed. This confirmed that my initial idea of investigating English teachers’ reading 

experiences and preferences was worth pursuing. The choice and design of my 

research was necessarily informed by these assumptions as well as my own narrative, 

as previously stated. The next chapter will outline my research design, before I then 

examine the narratives of three early career English teachers that constitute the data 

underpinning this study. 
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CHAPTER 5 – SEEKING A CREDIBLE JOURNEY 
 
‘Stories are means of finding oneself in events that might not otherwise make 

psychological sense at all’ (Burnford, 1960)  

 
Initially the choice of methodology was not an easy one, and at times the 

experience felt more akin to walking through treacle. Mindful of the epic adventure 

of the animals in Burnford’s novel (The Incredible Journey), I was also determined 

to find a route to reach my final destination. Whilst I was clear that my research was 

qualitative in nature, I encountered a number of potential approaches on my 

doctoral journey, and each had its merits. Choosing between them was initially 

challenging, particularly where a researcher made a compelling case for a favoured 

methodology. However ultimately it had to be my choice, and one which would 

enable me to explore teachers’ stories in depth as it was this linking of personal 

and public life that was going to enable me to address my topic.  

 

As the title reveals, my interest was in teachers as readers and readers as 

teachers, as I had long been aware of how my own love of reading had sustained 

me as a teacher when my daily work presented unwelcome challenges, in the 

classroom or at a school or policy level. Importantly, the aim to work in depth was 

important, too, in terms of sample size for I was seeking to explore and understand 

these links at an individual level rather than to make generalisations across the field 

although my hunch (from training many teachers over the years) is that many 

successful English teachers enter the profession with a love of reading and 

literature – why else would they chose to teach this subject?  

 

I considered different options and accepted that the positivist and scientific 

conceptualisation of research is useful in some contexts, but for me it would have 

had shortcomings. I had lived through the ‘qualitative’ or ‘quantitative’ debates of 

the 1970s and saw how they were the precursors of the evolution of alternative 

paradigms. I have read further in Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) about the 

tension that existed between normative and interpretative approaches. I saw the 

growth of reflective practice in educational research, focused on areas such as: 

the teacher as researcher (Stenhouse, 1975), professional practice (Kolb, 1984), 

reflective practice (Boud et al, 1985), and critical thinking (Moon, 1975, 1999, 

2007). By the end of the twentieth century a broad range of approaches were 

commonly used in educational research: ethnography, action research, 
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phenomenology, grounded theory, and case study. Gage’s ‘paradigm wars’ (1989) 

had lost traction and, according to Cohen et al (2011), the adoption of different 

paradigms has led to greater compatibility between these apparently opposing 

methods. Of these approaches, I initially spent some time considering grounded 

theory and ethnography before, as I relate, turning to narrative inquiry supported by 

autoethnography, taking advantage of their compatibility. 

 

The interpretative paradigm is one that is used widely in educational research as it 

allows the researcher to work within their own setting, which is seen as more 

naturalistic. I considered that this was most suitable for my research, as it would 

allow me to explore English teachers’ pedagogies in relation to reading, research, 

and their own experiences. There are many ways that English teachers can deepen 

their understanding of the teaching of reading. They include deepening their 

understanding of the reading process, finding out what young people choose to read, 

or conducting a small-scale piece of research with the school librarian into the most 

popular fiction texts in a particular week. When teaching schools were established, 

they offered the perfect opportunity for teachers to become research-active, thereby 

extending their knowledge and developing insight. This aspiration was pursued by 

some teaching school consortiums, as I saw from my school visits, but in reality was 

often overtaken by other school priorities. However, further policy change and the 

introduction of the new teaching school hubs next academic year places research back 

on the agenda, with research informed practice already evident in the ITT Core 

Content Framework.6 (Field notes, 23.3.2021). It remains to be seen how effective this 

will be in practice.  

 
 
Grounded Theory 
 
Initially I was drawn to grounded theory, which offered the prospect of constructing 

meaning from the qualitative data I planned to collect. The original proponents 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) developed the methodology when collaborating on 

research with terminally ill patients in hospital. They argued that this approach 

enabled them to explore complex situations that people found themselves in and 

identify any patterns in their responses. 

 

However, I needed to look more closely at the principles of Grounded Theory and 

 
6 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/teaching-school-hubs 
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the methods used to see if this was going to be suitable for my research. Grounded 

Theory is a distinctive methodology that emerged as a move away from earlier 

research, with its emphasis on a more scientific approach. To some extent it also 

sought to give greater credibility to the use and status of qualitative research. Since 

then it has been widely used in research into education and health, particularly in 

relation to policy and participants’ perceptions of their own experiences. Its use in 

interview-based research was relevant to my study, as I was concerned with 

exploring teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of reading. Strauss’ interest came 

from his background in sociology and symbolic interactionism. He viewed 

individuals as active participants in creating their own meaning of the world, and 

used their responses to examine the complexities of social processes and human 

interactions. To some extent his approach resonated with what I planned to 

investigate; Glaser’s background as a positivist researcher added a more 

systematic approach to analysing data which included a system of labelling and 

coding.  

 

Whilst grounded theory has evolved since the 1960s, it is still primarily an inductive 

and comparative methodology rooted in positivist philosophy and sociology. Further 

reading confirmed that whilst it offered some possibilities to me as a researcher, I 

had some key reservations. Not least, my starting point could not be truly inductive 

as it was informed by my experiences as a teacher and teacher educator which 

was the impetus for my research. If I chose to draw my hypothesis from the 

codification and analysis of data, this would limit my ability to draw on my own 

experiences.  

 

It was also clear from my reading that grounded theory was more suitable for larger 

groups of participants. Realistically it would be difficult to draw anything meaningful 

from systematically codifying the responses of my three participants and identify 

any emerging patterns and differences between them. Initially attractive as a form 

of inductive reasoning, I decided against an approach that would codify data and 

potentially miss more subtle nuances afforded by examining different strands of 

narrative. I anticipated that key themes would arise from my findings but was less 

concerned with codifying data. Finally, I felt that despite some flexibility offered by 

the methodology the process of coding participants’ responses would not allow me 

to look at each teacher’s individual story. At best this would most likely result in a 



 82 

fragmented view, which would be difficult to explore and analyse.  I recognised that 

although a codified approach clearly had its strengths, it was not going to be 

suitable for my research.   

 
 
Autoethnography  
 
Having decided against using grounded theory I considered other possible 

methodologies including autoethnography. I had never heard of this before starting 

my research journey, and initially it seemed a rather nebulous concept. However, 

as I reviewed the literature, I realised that this approach might offer opportunities to 

explore teacher identity in relation to my own work with early career teachers. 

Identity can be viewed as a construct which defines who someone is and how they 

view themselves (Lawler, 2013): a teacher’s identity is therefore shaped by life 

experiences. This is also true for teachers in their professional roles. Alsup (2006) 

regarded teacher identity as an ongoing process, informed by what happens 

outside as much as inside the classroom. Indeed, she suggested that our identity is 

ingrained in us even before we start training. Granado and Puig (2015) explain how 

reading is a cognitive ability which is part of teachers’ lives and therefore their identity:  

 ‘As readers, we started a journey during childhood, the trajectory of which shall be 

marked by the books we read, the reading assignments performed, the models of 

readers we knew and the way we felt during our reading experiences. Teachers play a 

key role in the development of such journey but they have also made their own way as 

readers.’ (p.42) 

This point of view resonated with my planned focus on teachers’ personal and 

professional journey as readers and teachers, and how this has shaped them.  

Autoethnography emerged as an alternative methodology in the 1970s and can be 

traced back to Heider (1975), who used the term to describe the way in which 

members of a cultural group gave an account of their experiences. Research at this 

time was predominantly concerned with quantitative data and analysis. The 

methodology has evolved since then with researchers such as Anderson (2006) 

claiming that only analytic autoethnography can provide an appropriate level of 

academic rigour and scrutiny. However, this still presupposes that research is 

viewed through the lens of validity. 
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Ellis and Bochner (2000) observed autoethnography as ‘an autobiographical genre 

of writing and research that displays multiple levels of consciousness, connecting 

the personal to the cultural’ (p.739). Both were concerned with how individuals 

construct meaning, and in my context the ‘cultural’ would include the worlds of 

teacher education and the secondary English classroom. However, these could not 

be divorced from the political drivers for education policy and the seismic shifts 

since my research journey began.  

 

Ellis’ (2004) work on autoethnography gave weight to the role and position of the 

researcher in the study. A background in social sciences led her to view herself as 

an ethnographer who cared deeply about research that was personal and 

meaningful. She found the process of note keeping valuable, and in some ways 

therapeutic. Ellis promoted the importance of emotional recall, with the researcher 

firmly in the centre of the research and close in time to their experiences. However, 

she also acknowledged the importance of viewing the research from an outsider’s 

perspective. She actively encouraged the use of multiple drafts and allowing the 

story to change over time to stimulate the researcher’s memory. She posits that 

whilst an individual could not remember every detail of an event, the important 

things were remembered and served to trigger an emotional response. For Ellis, 

one of the aims of autoethnography is to represent story as theory: this was the first 

time I became aware of the importance of story in her research, and her 

perspective resonated with my own initial thoughts about the importance of story 

and narratives.  

 

Advocates of autoethnography contested the view that research needs to be 

objective, with the voice of the researcher either distant or non-existent. For 

Hughes and Pennington (2017) autoethnography provides ‘different purposes for 

different research audiences’ (p. 30). This view presents it as messy and 

unpredictable for some researchers. I would prefer to call it an organic process, 

which has the potential to enable the researcher to focus on their own experiences 

in the research process. As such this adds to its value, as good teachers are 

continually striving to develop their own practice.  

 

Ellis (2004) drew on her earlier experiences as a researcher, when she was 

discouraged from writing subjectively. She developed the notion of the 
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‘ethnographic I’, partly through writing about her experiences of dealing with loss 

and grief after the death of her brother. Bochner also noted that social sciences 

need ‘texts that bear witness to that which they communicate which can deeply 

implicate the reader’ (Bochner & Ellis, 2016. p.36). The value of using first person 

accounts and personal narratives was earlier stressed by Ellis and Bochner (2000), 

although these two aspects could not be viewed in isolation. The role of the self in 

other people’s stories is also important when constructing one’s own identity, 

making observation and reflection particularly valuable.  

 
 
From Autoethnography to Narrative Inquiry 
 
A further review of the literature led me to consider the potential overlap between 

autoethnography and narrative inquiry. However, it was difficult to see this in my 

initial reading, where the emphasis appeared to be more on defining and 

compartmentalising methodology. I noted that autoethnography itself is seen as 

liberating. Averett reported that students asked to write autoethnographic accounts 

found the process offered ‘freedom and insight into their personal experience’ 

(Averett & Soper, 2011). Similarly, Vasconcelos (2011) found an autoethnographic 

approach vital to understanding herself as a teacher, ‘I had no other, nor better or 

more promising place to go’. (pp.417-418) 

 

James (2018) provides a compelling argument for presenting her personal narrative 

from an autoethnographic perspective and argues that metaphors are useful ways 

of exploring the narrative, as opposed to analysing them, and this enabled her to 

consciously use them to illuminate her experiences. She uses four metaphors from 

her narrative journey and explores them through the lens of autoethnography. 

James certainly makes a strong case for considering the use of autoethnography 

and narrative inquiry within educational practice. In fact, Arkipenka and Lupasco 

(2018) call narrative and autoethnography ‘two sides of the same coin’ (even in 

their chapter title), an idea which has its merit. Metaphor can be important in 

narrative research, although not an area that I particularly address, making a 

further link between autoethnography and narrative inquiry.  

 

To some extent I would agree that autoethnography is a narrative approach, as the 

process of writing my thesis has involved me in some elements of 

autoethnography. However, with hindsight I am aware that this has informed my 

study, rather than taken centre stage as my research methodology. Like James, 
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my research journey has forced me to reflect on my progress as a doctoral student 

and address the challenges and difficulties I have met along the way. The journey 

has stalled at times, and there have been many wrong turns and distractions 

where the future seemed uncertain, and the landscape changed. Like Weatherall 

(2019) I found that: ‘Writing a doctoral thesis is a testament to years of anxiety, 

excitement, confusion, terror and passion’ and knew that, like her, ‘I wanted to write my 

thesis differently’ (p.101).  

 

However, my reading ‘about’ and actual autoethnographic work has highlighted the 

importance of the individual’s story, which resonated with my subsequent reading 

on narrative inquiry. Perhaps this was the reason why I found the organic nature of 

autoethnography alluring initially. Indeed, my own story has served as a framework 

for my research, as depicted in Chapter 2. As the ‘longer-lived’ person of those 

involved in this study I have the experiences as trainee teacher, English teacher, 

and teacher trainer. I have worked under all the changing circumstances that are 

outlined in Chapter 3 on Policy, and examined further in Chapter 4 on Pedagogy 

and Practice. This life-experience has facilitated my exploration of how reading has 

fared under the different hegemonic rules that schools have been subjected to, and 

more recently helped me to reflect on the messiness of our current lives. Unlike 

Weatherall (ibid, p.101), my topic was not ‘confrontational, emotional and violent’. 

However, the process was rather ‘messy’ – another descriptor she uses – as I was 

faced with sequential changes to educational policies, and then the pressures of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, both of which meant continual changes to the teaching 

environment in which my research took place. 

 
Whilst autoethnography could have been my core methodology, I felt ultimately that 

to foreground the individual voice and experience of the researcher was not 

appropriate for my study. Choosing autoethnography would inevitably skew the 

focus of my research away from my primary interest, which was concerned with the 

perceptions of early career teachers. Indeed, my experiences were drawn from 

events throughout my life, rather than my recent professional practice, which sits in 

stark contrast to the importance placed by Ellis of the researcher being close to 

events. Neither did I see value in engaging in multiple redrafts of the story of my 

experiences: perhaps because the nature of events did not evoke painful and 

difficult memories from traumatic events of the kind she describes.  
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As a long-standing reflective practitioner my thoughts about education were largely 

already processed. Although, perhaps inevitably, my own experiences as a reader 

and teacher shaped the starting point for my research and run throughout the 

study, these were not my primary concern. However, my consideration of 

autoethnography usefully pointed me toward narrative inquiry, where my own 

evolving story is a central tenet of my research but not the overall aim. As Mishler 

(1995, p.89) believed, I see narrative inquiry as a ‘problem-centred area or inquiry’, 

and therefore an appropriate choice of methodology when seeking insights into 

how early career teachers’ personal and professional interests in reading relate, in 

a way that autoethnography alone could not be. 

 
 
The Narrative of Practitioner Research  
 
Stenhouse’s (1981) distinction between research on education, and research in 

education marked a shift in what was meant by educational research. Prior to this, 

research was widely regarded as the domain of full-time academic researchers, 

rather than the classroom teacher. This contributed to the perceived disconnect 

between research and classroom practice held by many teachers. I know from my 

early years in the profession that there was little, if any, discussion in school about 

pedagogical research. To some extent this view is still prevalent today, although 

the work of bodies such as the Chartered College of Teachers has promoted the 

place of evidence-based practice. In addition, the introduction of the Core Content 

Framework (CCF) in initial teacher training includes trainees’ learning about 

theories of learning; there is limited opportunity to critically explore these and 

consider different viewpoints.  

 

Craig suggests that notions of curriculum and teaching have evolved independent 

of each other but can be linked by adopting the notion of ‘teacher-as-curriculum-

maker’ (2012b, p.100). The idea of the teacher as curriculum maker has its roots in 

work by Tyler in the 1940s, and later by Schwab in the 1970s and 1980s (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1992).  Schwab (1983) promoted the idea of university academics working 

alongside teachers in school to research aspects of classroom practice. He decried 

those who advocated a scientific approach to exploring practical situations, 

preferring to use a range of theories that would shine ‘useful light on the subject 

treated’ (Schwab, 1971 p.494).  Clandinin and Connelly later noted that:  
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‘… bringing Tyler’s and Schwab’s ideas together provides the makings of an image of 

the teacher as curriculum maker. Schwab provided the rationale, which was a kind of 

reinterpretation of Tyler, and Tyler provided the agency.’  (1992, p.366) 

 

The move to practitioner-based research in schools gave teachers the opportunity 

to investigate aspects of their practice, either individually or in groups. The focus on 

teacher-led research was not without its critics, and I can still recall some 

vociferous colleagues objecting to getting involved in what they regarded as 

additional work set by ‘management’.  

 

My early experiences of action research included a small-scale project on teaching 

the class novel, which was shared with other English teachers locally. This 

opportunity made me aware of the benefits of research in practice, particularly 

when working with colleagues. Shortly afterwards I started my MA in Education, 

which gave me the confidence to talk about my own practice and engage in 

professional debate in forums such as NATE. My doctoral journey also fulfils the 

dual role of personal and professional development, and I have been able to draw 

on my research in my work with English trainee teachers. As such it forms part of 

my personal and professional narrative. My research has provided an opportunity 

for reviewing my longitudinal story, with the benefit of hindsight and additional 

experience. Understanding this, led me to concur with Trahar’s (2009) view that 

practitioner research is an ‘iterative process’, with research and practice 

‘inextricably linked and continuously evolving’ (p.1).  

 

Reflecting on my own story, through the lens of autoethnography, I became more 

aware of the place of narratives in my personal and professional life. Stories have 

always been important in my family, and often featured humorous accounts of 

events or something that had happened to a family member. These were frequently 

recalled at family gatherings and times of celebrations, and at the time not always 

interesting to me as a young child. However, over time the stories have become 

part of the family’s story and therefore my own identity. The stories and individuals 

remain with me long after their initial telling, even though the events occurred a 

long time before I was born. However, the retelling of the narrative keeps them 

alive, even if the stories are modified by the teller over time, as one would expect. 

Indeed, narrative exponents Mishler (1995) and more recently Kim (2016) consider 

such modifications in depth; I step aside from these discussions, simply 

acknowledging my subjectivity in allowing my personal narrative to support me in 
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making sense of the participants’ stories. Like Bruner (1991, 1994) before me, I 

accept that: 

 
‘…life as led is inseparable from the life that is told… life is not how it was, but 

how it was interpreted and reinterpreted, told and retold’. (1987, p.31) 

 
Narratives capture the event as told and that can change with mood and 

circumstances. The past is a shifting target ‘nothing is ever final. Things can always 

change’ (McAdams, 1993, p.278).  

 
I started writing a diary as a young child, a habit I have continued on a regular basis 

since then. The writing process itself has at times proved cathartic, and re-reading 

earlier entries somehow provides a bridge to my younger self. On occasions I am 

immediately transported back to an event that I’d forgotten, or reflections on 

something that was important to me at the time. In my teens I was always writing 

stories and poems which were mostly for myself. I can recall one summer writing a 

magazine with a couple of friends, and I briefly entertained the idea of being a 

journalist. Recently I came across a diary I had written when travelling across 

Europe in 1982, and although I had inevitably forgotten many of the details the 

diary brought them back to life. Re-reading the entries I was immediately 

transported to the sights and sounds I had encountered, and the people I had met. 

These included my experience of travelling behind the Iron Curtain for the first time, 

including the long overnight journey from Budapest to Bucharest. It was here I met 

with André and Maria, a Romanian couple, who shared their story of daily life under 

the dictatorship of Nicolae Ceaușescu. Meeting them is something I will never forget, 

although the finer details would have faded save for my diary entries.   

 

Nyhout and colleagues (2020) identify the unique quality that stories have to ‘shape us’ 

and our capacity to ‘shape them’. Although this comment relates to their research on 

narrative fiction, this idea resonates with stories such as this chance encounter. My own 

story was certainly ‘shaped’ by listening to André’s account of his brother’s attempts to 

flee the country by plane one night, and his description of restrictions imposed on daily 

life by the regime. My diary also recalls the extraordinary two-hour wait at the Romanian 

border. It details the swarm of soldiers who checked all areas of the train, including the 

roof space and under the carriages. Passengers and their luggage were duly 

scrutinised and examined, and a swarthy official assumed the role of the state money 

changer as there were no banks in the country at that time.  
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Despite André’s warning, another passenger in the train compartment spoke to me after 

our passports had been checked: almost immediately he was commanded to leave the 

train and taken away for questioning by soldiers. Although he soon returned, this level 

of surveillance caused me to reflect that it might be best to abbreviate some of the 

comments in my diary at least for the time that I was in the country, a timely reminder 

that the contemporary written word may be no more accurate than field notes, 

observations or opinions voiced in interviews. In recording and retelling my account of 

this journey I have in turn ‘shaped’ the story further, as Nyhout and colleagues (ibid) 

suggest, by not only telling it from my perspective, but with the knowledge of the 

subsequent events that took place in Eastern Europe a few years later.  

 

This need to put ideas into words has continued through my adult life, both 

personally and professionally, and at times felt more like a compulsion.  Even now I 

will write down an interesting idea or phrase that I hear in everyday conversation, or 

in the media. This amounts to nothing more than an ad hoc system of recording, 

but it has proved a useful starting point for generating ideas about books and in 

particular reading fiction as I will discuss in the next chapter. Long before my 

doctoral journey commenced, I had gathered thoughts and ideas about the value of 

reading: perhaps this had been sparked by my experiences as a reader and 

teacher, and conversations about reading. Visits to literary festivals, such as Hay-

on-Wye, also provided ample opportunity to hear authors talk about the creation of 

their stories and their own reading preferences.  

 

Since starting my doctorate, I have become more attuned to the debates about 

educational policy and the different, and at times conflicting narratives relating to 

curriculum and pedagogy. Education has been subject to the effects of 

globalisation and the rise of a neoliberal political and economic agenda since the 

turn of the century. This was evident in the narrative of policy and is well expressed 

by researchers such as Ball who wrote:  

‘There is a set of changes occurring in education policy across the globe – a process of 

education reform that is at work in countries in all continents, with very different cultural 

and political histories, with very few exceptions.’ (Ball, 2016, p. 1046) 

A narrative style of reflection, in particular, lends itself to the exploration of 

developing professional practice against the background of policy: this might be 

through a Joycean ‘stream of consciousness’ or in the style of the self-conscious 
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narrator such as Katherine Mansfield or Virginia Woolf. The potential use of 

discourse analysis, advocated by researchers such as Foucault (1981) was initially 

of interest, but ultimately this process would have produced a different kind of 

study. However, there is scope to explore the language of policy more closely to 

explore how these reflected other societal changes, such as the use of business 

terminology and vocabulary in professions in the public sector.  

 
 
My Choice of Narrative Inquiry  
 
A key reason for me choosing narrative is its concern with human experience, and 

the basic need to tell stories to make sense of these experiences. I found Hendry’s 

(2010) suggestion that all research is narrative, interesting, given what we know 

about the importance of storytelling in the lives of early humans. Stories were 

central to exploring and making sense of their experiences, and asking key 

questions relating to meaning and knowing. Hendry argues that such stories 

represent the earliest form of inquiry and consequently the different research 

traditions that exist today have their roots in narrative. One of his reasons for 

advocating this point of view appears to be the desire to blur the boundaries 

between the binary choice of qualitative and quantitative research. Hendry 

maintains that narrative inquiry provides a critical space that is liberating for 

researchers, enabling them to look beyond the artificial boundaries of established 

paradigms, even leading to greater collaboration between different groups of 

researchers. Such as outcome is to be applauded but, from my limited experience, 

I am not sure how realistic it is in practice.   

 

However, it should be recognised that the interpretivist model also has its critics, 

largely due to its perceived subjectivity, the potential for subjectivity influencing 

research findings, and the limitations of personal experience versus a scientific 

approach (Cohen, et al, 2011). Further difficulties may lie with defining the context, 

or situation, and in teacher research the relationship with participants can be 

affected by the power relationship between the researcher and their students, or in 

my case trainee teachers. This is particularly true where the ITT tutor makes the 

final judgement about a trainee having met the Teachers’ Standards, so they can 

be recommended for Qualified Teacher Status (QTS). However, qualitative 

researchers, according to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), noted that experiential 

research on its own does not enable any exploration of how these experiences 
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have emerged. Theoretically, therefore, I felt that an interpretivist approach should 

enable me to explore how knowledge is developed in the context of teacher 

education and explore my role within this. A reflexive approach, as advocated by 

Etherington (2009), is now regarded as being equally valid and rigorous as other 

forms of research.  

 

Narratives matter. Nyhout et al (2020) highlighted the amount of time that we spend 

daily engaging with different narrative forms, for the range of possible sources has 

increased exponentially in recent years with the explosion of different social media 

platforms and narrative serves to document personal stories, events and characters 

in a unique way. This human interest in narratives seemed equally relevant to the 

research process. Indeed, on the very first page of his classic book, Narrative 

Knowing and the Human Sciences, Polkinghorne (1988) claimed that narrative is the 

primary form by which ‘human experience is made meaningful’. Dyson and 

Genishi’s (1994) research highlighted the use of a narrative framework to explore 

social and cultural experiences. Elbaz (1991, p.3) commented that ‘story is the 

very stuff of teaching’, which resonates with my own experience as a pupil and 

teacher.  

 
Schools are rich contexts for storytelling, containing a myriad of narratives so it is 

not surprising that this method has become popular in educational research. The 

recounted narratives of teachers, both individually and collectively, are central to 

attempting to make sense of complex issues so I felt that this approach was 

particularly appropriate when looking at the dual role of English teachers as 

readers and teachers of reading, set against a background of rapid change in 

secondary education. I was heartened, too, to that this approach was a suitable 

way of looking at complex issues and considering a range of perspectives, for it 

can also provide a ‘manageable and holistic view of human complexity’ (Webster & 

Mertova, 2007, p.2) and I anticipated that the participants’ tales would resonate 

with complexity.  

 
Ultimately, the decision to adopt a narrative approach for my study was influenced 

by my own experiences influenced by the work of key theorists in the field of 

reading research such as Rosenblatt and Oatley, whose work was discussed 

earlier in Chapter 4. It seemed highly appropriate that an examination of people’s 

stories (narratives) was conducted through the lens of narrative (inquiry), a term I 
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favour as broader than narrative analysis as it underpinned all aspects of the 

research: data collection, analysis, and the presentation of the doctoral story. 

Carter (1993) had identified the increased use of storytelling in teacher education 

back in the 1990s and of particular interest to me, considered the ‘story’ or 

‘narrative’ to define both the focus of the inquiry, and the method, so I felt this to be 

justified. Prior to finding this text, I had not encountered any research that had 

identified a similar approach. It was only when I read her work that I recognised that 

earlier research I carried out, as part of my MA in Education, had essentially been 

narrative inquiry. With hindsight, my investigation into female teachers’ 

perspectives on their own career paths proved to be a valuable learning process 

and an introduction to teachers’ storied lives.  

 

Carter’s reflections allowed me to clarify my focus on narrative as the method of 

inquiry, as well as the focus of the study. Carter also considered the syntactical 

form of the narrative, which is something I had initially considered using when 

analysing individual and public narratives. Her approach was informed by the work 

of researchers such as Scholes (1991) and Gudmundsdottir (1991) who argued 

that the work of teachers is uniquely organised in a narrative and linear structure 

(Carter, 1993). Teachers use stories naturally to frame experience and reviewing 

and revising their practice. As Bolton (2006) noted: ‘Narrative is an attempt to 

create order and security out of a chaotic world’. (p.204).  

 
 
Origins of Narrative Inquiry 
 
Narrative inquiry has its roots in interpretative hermeneutics and phenomenology 

but finding a clear definition of what this methodology meant in practice proved 

challenging and rather tangential to my work. I believe it suffices to state that 

narrative inquiry captures and analyses human stories and documents key aspects 

of individual’s lives. It is a valuable tool for illuminating more complex ideas that 

cannot be conceived through a scientific approach. It is appropriate to a 

postmodern world where we recognize that external influences shape the lives of 

each individual uniquely and that their life stories are socially constructed (Ntinda, 

2018). Unlike other research methods I considered, narrative captures the whole 

story. It also provides the researcher with the opportunity to view the world as 

others see it, to ‘hear’ their story. As a methodology, narrative inquiry has gained 

greater prominence in recent years, although it was advocated by researchers such 
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as Angus (1995) in the late 1990s who regarded it as an entirely appropriate 

method for exploring both fiction and non-fiction narratives of teaching.  

 

Narrative inquiry, or more specifically, analysis, has its roots in literary analysis and 

a philosophical move away from an emphasis on empirical methods and a narrower 

view of the notion of validity. Researchers such as Gough (1994) viewed narrative 

inquiry as ‘emancipatory’ and more sensitive to the nuances of thoughts and 

feelings, which are more difficult to explore by other methods. Whilst there may be 

some limitations to this approach it does not set out to produce definite 

conclusions, rather findings that are grounded and can be supported. In narrative 

inquiry a finding is deemed significant if it is important to the narrator. I saw the 

potential of what Hellstén and Goldstein-Kyaga (2011, p.169) called the 

‘pedagogical vantage point offered by narrative inquiry’ and thus the 

appropriateness of using this methodology for my research.  

 

Narrative provided a means of revisiting, re-telling and reconceptualising key 

aspects of practice, albeit not in the way advocated by Ellis (2004). Indeed, Craig 

(2019) describes it as ‘a fluid form of investigation’ (p.106), but one appropriate 

when exploring individual’s stories. It therefore seemed an appropriate method to 

use in relation to early career teachers, as they are constantly engaged in reflecting 

on their practice and continually evolving as professionals.  

 
 
Teachers, Teaching and Narrative Inquiry 
 
When considering the application of narrative inquiry to the teaching context it is 

difficult to trace a clear thread. The account is somewhat confused by overlaps 

between biographic, life history and narrative work. Goodson, for instance, refers to 

all three terms at different times (e.g: 2001, 2011; and with Walker 1990). Nias 

(1989) had earlier simply referred to primary teachers ‘talking’ but her work is 

clearly narrative in style. As Elbaz-Luwisch claims, to provide a comprehensive 

overview for narrative inquiry and teaching would be a ‘daunting task’. She chooses 

instead to attempt to trace a ‘modest’ route through ‘this complex and changing 

territory’ (2007, p.357), one that draws attention to ‘what goes on in classrooms and 

with the teachers who spend their lives there’. This further strengthened my 

decision to use narrative inquiry in my research.  

 

Clandinin and Connelly’s research in the 1990s (Clandinin & Connelly, 1998) drew 
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on data from teachers’ narratives in their study of teaching. Similarly, Clandinin, 

Pushor and Murray Orr (2007) viewed narrative inquiry as a method that appealed 

to teachers and teacher educators. Refuting a possible outsider view that this 

methodology is deceptively easy and simply about telling stories, they viewed it as 

far more – as ‘a kind of inquiry which requires particular kinds of wakefulness’ (p.1). 

Like them I applied a careful ‘wakefulness’ when making sense of complex 

experiences, to create a text that is of value to the professional development of 

trainees, teachers and teacher educators alike, particularly as I found teachers’ 

voices a useful means of looking at any tension between the personal, professional 

and academic elements of training to be a teacher. 

 

Narrative inquiry as a means of researching practice was effectively utilised by 

Riley and Howe (2005), predominately through the use of teachers’ personal 

diaries. Steyn (2013, abstract) used narrative to explore the experiences of a new 

school principal in a South African primary school during his first three years in 

post. Qualitative data, collected in the form of interviews, and photographs were 

used to create what Steyn termed a ‘form of reflexive story’. Effective teachers, and 

teacher educators, need to be reflexive as advocated by Schön (1983) in his work 

on action research, and ‘reflection-in-action’ and ‘reflection-on-action’. (p.26) 

Therefore narrative inquiry will explore some of the naturally occurring reflections in 

practice. The place of narrative as a reflective tool has also been explored by 

researchers such as Winter, Buck and Sobiechowska (Etherington, 2004), who 

viewed it as similar to the Socratic debate.  

 
 
Risks when Analysing Narratives 
 
Narrative inquiry has been used for some time within the field of social sciences. By 

its nature, it is interdisciplinary and informed by several theoretical orientations 

such as hermeneutics and phenomenology. It has its origins in the oral tradition of 

storytelling and more recently in literary theory and narratology (Reismann, 2008), 

all fields where language and how groups or individuals use language as a social 

tool are important in constructing a particular version of reality. So, too, is the 

relationship between language and power, as language is not intrinsically neutral 

(Bakhtin, 1981, p.294) but dependent on who is able to name things for this gives 

them ‘an analytical, visible and permanent reality’ (Foucault, 1981, p. 44, cited in 

Valentine, 1998). In my research context power considerations are applicable to the 

analysis of private and public narratives, oral and written narratives, and 
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public/policy documents or media texts. The focus on language will also consider 

different levels of meaning and interpretation, as well as the particular social or 

historical context of the narrative.  

 

Narrative analysis is sometimes criticised (Frank, 2010) for drawing too heavily on 

literary criticism so it was important not to ‘squeeze’ the language of narrative 

criteria into a language that is used for other forms of research (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990). Interpretation of the narrative should avoid drawing conclusions 

by focusing on what might simply be an illusion of cause and effect. Like other 

qualitative methods, narrative inquiry relies less on criteria such as validity and 

generalisation, considering for example the content and meaning of stories. 

 

An over-reliance on the use of biography at the expense of analysis is a potential 

pitfall in the use of narrative inquiry (Reissman, 2011). It was therefore important to 

determine a clear approach to narrative analysis. Earlier, Lieblich and colleagues 

(1998) had identified two approaches: the holistic, which deals with the categorical 

and commonly pays attention to the sequencing of themes within narratives, and 

content. Reissman (2008) added two further categories: the dialogic aspect of 

narrative, and visual narratives. I had originally planned to introduce visual 

narratives as part of the participants’ journals, but this proved to be unrealistic in 

practice. I determined to maintain a set of notes, in order to plot the emerging 

narrative. This, I hoped would enable me to be conscious of the nuances in the 

individual stories, rather than merely describe the narrative of experience. I 

recognised that this was important when considering both the narrative of policy, 

and the narrative of experience. 

 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) identified the main strands within differences within 

narrative inquiry, which as a field of inquiry was (and is) still evolving and 

developing. They acknowledged being influenced by Schwab (1978) who identified 

the notion of ‘commonplaces’ when researching the school curriculum: teachers, 

learners, subject matter and milieu. Working together to apply a similar approach to 

narrative inquiry, three commonplaces: ‘temporality, sociality and place’ were 

established and Clandinin (2013) discusses these in detail in her book Engaging in 

Narrative Inquiry. Narrative Inquiry is concerned with the feelings of individuals: 

their hopes and fears, and their reactions shaped by social conditions. These 

include environmental and situational conditions, and other external forces that for 

Connelly and Clandinin (2006) constituted the commonplace of sociality, and 
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included the relationship between the researcher and participants 

 

‘…inquiries are always in an inquiry relationship with participants. We cannot 

subtract ourselves from relationships (ibid., p. 480). 

 

I reflected that these commonplaces could prove useful when considering how I 

approached my study. Trainee English teachers and early career English teachers 

bring a wealth of experiences into their studies and encounter new ‘lived’ 

experiences during the course and their first years of teaching. As such they are 

necessarily in a state of flux, a state of ‘temporal transition’ through having a past, 

present and future. I refer again to these commonplaces when discussing the 

outcomes from the teachers’ stories in Chapter 7.  

 

Such relationships are also highlighted by Frank (2010), whose concept of letting 

stories ‘breathe’ encapsulated my own view of the power of storytelling. For Frank, 

in any story there is a symbiotic relationship between the story and the teller: this 

gives the narrator the resources to discover more about themselves. As a socio-

narratologist, he explores how stories connect, and disconnect, creating boundaries 

that may or may not be crossed. Frank’s experience grew out of working with 

narratives in a medical context but resonates in other situations such as education 

where stories affect human lives. In view of the criticism of narrative inquiry and its 

use of literary criteria, I was interested in Frank’s attentive exploration of the story 

form. He places emphasis on dialogical narrative practices and what he says 

Rabinow and Rose describe as Foucault’s ‘practice of criticism’ (Frank, 2010, p. 

73), choosing the word ‘criticism’ deliberately to link social science as a critical 

theory and literary criticism. However, I am not yet convinced to view Foucault’s 

approach as an anti-methodology, although this may be worth revisiting in the 

future. 

 

Finally, narrative inquiry provides a focus on people within a given period of time, 

context and location: 

 

‘the specific concrete, physical and topographical boundaries of place, or sequence 

of place where the inquiry and events take place’ (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, 

p.480). 
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Connelly and Clandinin stressed the importance of considering and recognising the 

specific nature of location – the commonplace of place – and its potential impact 

on individual experience. They cite a study by Pusher, who used stories she had 

been told by parents of children at an elementary school to theorise new ways of 

helping pre-service teachers imagine how they might use this information to 

develop relationships with parents in their school. 

 

I felt that that, if I vigilantly observed ethical practices, the framework of the 

commonplaces would enable me to explore individual conditions more closely, by 

exploring individual stories in relation to social conditions. The interplay between 

the two helped me to identify areas of similarity as well as areas of difference. But 

first, I should discuss the ethical process and related considerations. 
 
 
Working ethically 
 
There were some key ethical considerations that needed to be addressed in order 

to be able to develop my study further. I submitted an ethics application to cover the 

data collection methods already detailed, the preliminary survey and the 

Interviews. I included the steps I would take to ensure that the identity of the 

participants was not revealed, so for the purpose of my study the teachers’ names 

have been changed. I was also aware that the selection of participants would be a 

sample of convenience and context, and dependent on the informed consent of all 

participants, and I made it clear that participants were able to leave the study at any 

time. I gave due consideration to the construction and design of survey and interview 

questions so that I could gain trustworthy data. Although narrative inquiry does not 

adhere to narrow interpretations of validity, the conclusions nevertheless must be 

able to be supported. The research process needs to be rigorous, but not necessarily 

be replicable for the same group at another point in time; they remain unique to the 

individual in the context of time and place.  

 

The survey was piloted and the questions revised prior to it being conducted. 

Similarly, the interviews were planned carefully, with consideration paid to location 

and time, particularly for the participants teaching full-time. I recognised that there 

could be logistical difficulties that would need to be overcome and, as I planned to 

record the interviews, potential technical issues to address so I ensured that I had a 

second  means of recording as contingency. I was prepared, too, to travel to a 

participants’ school and arrange interviews outside school time. The interview setting 
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is important; participants need to feel comfortable and the venue needs to be one 

where there won’t be any interruptions. 

 

I decided that the interviews would be semi-structured, rather than scripted, as this 

was likely to elicit a more organic discussion of issues. It would also allow for 

greater interaction and the flexibility to allow additional questions in relation to 

participants’ responses. As a researcher involved in the study I was adopting an 

interpretivist approach, where narrative would be not only the focus of the study 

and the methodology, but also the process by which the interviews would be 

analysed.  

 

Once participants were given written details of the study and their potential 

involvement, they were asked to sign to confirm their agreement. I re-iterate, that 

eighteen trainees from all three year groups completed and returned the survey, and of 

those three agreed to continue to interview; that they came from different cohort 

groups was purely fortuitous. As the number of participants was small, it was not 

possible to guarantee total confidentiality, but anonymity was preserved. All records 

were securely stored off site, and neither my own notes nor any transcripts were 

compiled at work, or on a work computer. I was also aware of the potential power 

relations inherent in my relationship with former trainees given my role as a trainer with 

a remit to visit schools when necessary. As the three teachers interviewed had all 

completed their training this minimised any potential power relations.  

 

However, working closely with participants as an approach can afford some potential 

benefits, too, as Murray Orr noted (in Clandinin et al, 2007). My role as researcher 

within the study also provided what Collins (2010) terms the ‘ethnographic self as a 

resource’. Citing Bourdieu, he recounted his attempts to use ‘distancing techniques’ 

and the notion of the participant observer when conducting his research into British 

Quakers. This proved difficult, as he was a Quaker, and concluded that it was 

possible to be both the subject and object of the research. Similarly, although the 

participants’ needs remained paramount, the study also contained my own evolving 

narrative, and by adopting a partly autoethnographic stance I have made this a positive 

decision. 
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Key Interview Questions – with Supplementary Prompts (not an exhaustive list)  
 

 
1. What are your earliest memories of reading?  
- favourite book/s? - particular place/time?  
- looking back on this how did you feel? 
 
2. Where did your love of reading come from?  
 
3. Can you tell me about your memories of reading in primary school?  
- in class? other opportunities? (eg: library? teachers?)  
 
4. Was the experience different at secondary school?  
- memories of reading in class, class reader?  
- any favourite books?  
- opportunities to read for pleasure? (eg: library, book club?).  
- any significant teachers?  
 
5. How would you describe yourself as an adult reader?  
- favourite books/authors?  
- books/e-books?  
- places?  
- other book related activities?  
 
6. Why is reading fiction important to you? (referred back to survey outcomes) 
- as an individual? 
- an English teacher? 
 
7. Why do you think we teach literature in school?  
- what does ‘literature mean? scope? 
- how are novels chosen?   
- do students enjoy reading?  
 
8. Is there space for reading for pleasure in the secondary curriculum?  
- whole school reading policy?  
-  assessment requirements?  

 
 
 
After completing each interview I made brief notes and my reflections to my field 

notes, which allowed me to build up the shape of each story before listening to it 

again. This time I transcribed each interview, underlining anything that was said 

with emphasis, and adding brief annotations for features such as the use of 

rhetorical questions and humour.  

 
In keeping with a narrative method my codes were descriptive, sometimes words, 

often short phrases, sometimes simply coloured highlights on the transcripts; I 

wanted to capture and understand what was there, not fit text into a neat category. 
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Here and on the next page I include short extracts from two of the teachers’ 

stories: Tom’s and Claire’s to give a flavour of the process I undertook. The 

transcripts have been annotated and coded as shown below, first in Tom’s 

interview.   

 

 

Extract from Tom’s interview annotated: 

 
 

 
 
I worked in a similar fashion with Claire’s interview transcript (shown next) and also 

with Karen’s although I have not added a third example as two will suffice to 

demonstrate the process. 
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Extract from Claire’s interview annotated: 
 
 

 
 
By this stage I had started to become aware of some areas of similarity between 

the stories, despite the participants’ individual differences, but I needed to make 

this clear to check that they were really in the data and not just in my mind.  
 

After I had coded the individual transcripts, I used a long roll of wallpaper to plot each 

participants’ narrative chronologically and in parallel, created a ‘narrative track’ on 

which I then marked the emerging themes.  This made It easier to see the links 

between the three stories and draw connecting lines between themes and points of 

similarity. It also enabled me to re-focus on my three main lines of inquiry:  

 

• Childhood memories of reading – this included participants’ school experiences 

and their reading outside of school. 

• Participants’ own reading experience and their attitudes towards reading for 

pleasure. 

• The place of reading in the English curriculum, and the opportunities and 

challenges experienced by teachers. 
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Where I had identified any specific language features, such as the use of 

adjectives in each of the three stories to describe their early memories of reading, 

these words were added to the narrative track. I also put the text of each transcript 

into a word cloud to look at the overall semantic field, which reinforced the view 

that participants used positive words when recalling their early memories of 

reading, describing experiences of reading for pleasure.  

 

I found Domaille’s use of ‘narrative submersion’ (2003) useful when thinking about how 

to deal with a plethora of data sources. She used case studies to explore some of 

the ways that trainee teachers plan lessons within the frameworks demanded of 

them: her research path differed from my own but her belief that despite curriculum 

constraints a ‘love of reading’ (p.70) remains important, is important. Participants 

revealed some common early experiences and memories of reading when young, for 

instance, the importance of reading in a particular place and the significance of 

sensory memory, and these resonated with my own narrative account which I 

explored in Chapter 2. The English National Curriculum was, predictably, 

considered from the perspective of being a teacher, but nevertheless this led to 

some lively debates about the ‘value’ of different types of reading.  

 
 
The Next Step on the Narrative Journey  
 
The justification for using narrative inquiry is rooted in my personal and professional 

interest and is of value to me as a teacher educator. I am clearly situated in the 

study and very cognisant of this. In the rationale, I proposed that narratives were to 

be examined and analysed by looking at stories of experience. These were stories 

that were told, or stories that were enquired into and analysed, stories in which I 

examined tensions around and between the boundaries of temporality, people, 

action, certainty, and context, as identified by Clandinin and Connelly in 2007. My 

reading and data sources together informed the narratives and provided the texture 

of the individual, collective and public stories in a holistic investigation that enabled 

me to identify emerging themes and significant events. These will be explored in 

Chapters 6 and 7.  

 

My review of the literature (as discussed earlier in Chapters 3 and 4), revealed that 

research into the dual role of English teachers as readers and teachers of literature 

was limited, identifying this as a gap in the knowledge to which my research could 

contribute. With colleagues, Cremin (2007, 2008, 2009, 2011) had investigated the 
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subject in relation to primary teachers and their reading, which was interesting but 

significantly larger in scale and scope and focused on a different sector. This was 

later brought together in a 2019 Scottish Book Trust publication. Zancanella (1991) 

had conducted research into the relationship between junior-school teachers’ 

personal approaches to studying literature and teaching literature in the United 

States, using interviews and observations. Each teacher was interviewed and 

observed teaching eight times, and data was collated from field notes, transcripts 

of audio-tapes and artefacts. Although observation would have been a useful 

means to explore another dimension of teachers’ stories, this was not feasible for 

my study. However, his research provided a useful starting point for considering 

my data collection methods and ethical issues.  

 

I was subsequently fortunate to hear Zancanella talk about English teachers’ 

identity, at NATE and IFTE conferences. He spoke about the tension between their 

own schema for reading and the requirements of an increasingly restrictive 

curriculum, which remains an issue for many teachers. Indeed, Sunley and Locke 

(2010) note the difficulty in defending teachers’ core values against the ‘rising tide 

of individualism and materialism’. They contest that the rise of the consumer-led 

society in education has ‘eroded the belief in [teachers] contributing to the common 

good’ (p.165). What may have been ‘best practice’ in the past may not stand the 

test of time with the rapid change that buffets education. 
 

As a teacher educator I am conscious of the limitations of a standards-orientated 

teacher who has a two-dimensional view of teaching and learning. The current 

importance attached to ‘best practice’ today may not equip them for the challenges 

of the future. Cochran-Smith, (2001 cited in Ferguson et al, 2004) describes the 

critical thinking ‘activist’ teacher, who can consider alternative approaches. As such 

I intended that the outcomes from my research inform my own work with trainees 

and mentors and contribute to the community of English teachers. I was mindful of 

the importance of deciding how and when the research would be undertaken, the 

choice of data collection methods, the proposed plan of events and consideration of 

ethical issues. My initial planning also included indicative timings for the analysis of 

data and the identification of conclusions, as well as time to plan, write, and revise. 

The timescales needed to be responsive to any external factors that might delay 

the research, such as illness of the participants or researcher, and they to be 

revisable when necessary. External factors presented more of a challenge than I 

had anticipated, as I explained earlier in the study.   
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CHAPTER 6 – LISTENING TO TEACHERS’ STORIES 
 
‘Reading is the sole means by which we slip, involuntarily helplessly, into another’s skin, 

another’s voice, another’s soul’. (Oates,1987)7  

 

I began this study exploring my own experiences as a reader, and how these have 

shaped my personal and professional life. The importance of an individual’s own story 

was explored by Chatwin through his notion of ‘dream tracks’ (1987), which I discussed 

at the start of this study, and I recognised the value of exploring my own reading 

history first in order to gain a deeper understanding of my reading journey. My review 

of the literature highlighted the importance of the relationship between the reader 

(Rosenblatt, 1994) and the text, and the development of an individual’s reading 

schema. Theory of Mind (Zunshine, 2006) explores an individual’s capacity to show 

empathy and understanding of others, and fiction in particular provides an immersive 

experience for the reader (Oatley, 2011) which can be ‘transformational’ (Nell, 1990). 

Their ideas resonated with my own experience as a reader, although there was a clear 

gap in the literature regarding the personal or professional reading experiences of 

English teachers. This confirmed the value of exploring this dual role in relation to early 

career teachers.  

 

On reflection a focus on narrative was one of the reasons I decided to use narrative 

inquiry as my methodology, although I have acknowledged in Chapter 5 that this grew 

out of an autoethnographic approach. Stories accompany us through life and have 

the ability to instruct and entertain, and to make sense of the world. Frank (2010) 

observed that our own stories have the ability to connect us to others, and the 

process of telling stories ‘breathes life’ into them. Whilst his use of socio-

narratology informed my initial thinking, I rejected its use as methodology as it 

would require a specific focus on analysing narrative structure. It was my intention 

to look beyond the stories I was told and explore their meaning through my 

interviews with the teacher participants.   

 

I was privileged to hear the stories of three early career teachers. This chapter 

explores their experiences and perceptions of reading and teaching fiction. I hope 

that my retelling of the participants’ stories ‘breathes life’ into them and 

maintains the authenticity of their narratives. 

 
7 Oates, J.C. (1987) Pleasure as Literature. 
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However, before moving on to their stories it will be helpful to provide some brief 

biographical details of the participants, including their teaching experience.   

 
 
Brief Background Information on Participants  
 
CLAIRE was a PGCE trainee who had just completed her training.  

She had started her training course with previous experience of working as a teaching 

assistant, which gave her some knowledge of schools and the curriculum. The decision 

to change career and train to teach reflected a significant commitment on her part, as 

well as support from her family. She completed an Open University arts degree which 

included literature, a subject she had studied at A-level. Her first teaching post was at 

her main placement school in Cambridgeshire. 

 

TOM had 1 year’s teaching experience. 

He had always been interested in English and the media, which he studied at 

university. He took the decision to change career and become a teacher after working 

in retail for a few years. He moved to teach at a school in Hertfordshire. 

 

KAREN had 2 years’ teaching experience. 

Her route into teaching was through a more conventional route, after completing a 

degree in English Literature. She was employed by her main placement school, where 

she was soon promoted to head of Key Stage 3 English. 

 

The nature of the interviews provided participants with the space to reflect on 

their reading memories, as well as their experiences in the classroom. 

Narrative inquiry afforded the means of understanding their stories, as well as 

my own, and as the inquirer I would be in the midst of the research and be able 

to study ‘lives lived’. (Clandinin, 2006). This would also afford the opportunity to 

explore the stories and identify different themes or concerns (Casey, 1995). I 

have on occasions made links to my own experiences as a reader, as part of 

my discussion.  

 

At the beginning of this study, I referred to the changing landscape of initial 

teacher training, and how this had impacted my original research design. With 

hindsight, the decision to focus on the stories of three early career teachers 

enabled me to explore themes and ideas in far greater detail than my initial 
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plans would have afforded (Field notes, 17.1.2018). For the purpose of my 

research, I have given equal consideration to someone who has just completed the 

PGCE course, to acknowledge the significant amount of teaching experience in the 

training year and wondered if there would be a difference between Claire’s attitude 

compared to the other participants. Semi-structured interviews provided a flexible 

framework and the starting point for discussion, as it was crucial that the narratives 

spoke for themselves rather than be constrained by precisely defined questions. 

However, it was also important to ensure that participants were asked to reflect on 

similar areas of experience, to allow for subsequent comparison of data. 

 

The three main areas I chose to explore were:  

 

• Childhood memories of reading – this included participants’ school experiences 

and their reading outside of school. 

• Participants’ own reading experience and their attitudes towards reading for 

pleasure. 

• The place of reading in the English curriculum, and the opportunities and 

challenges experienced by teachers. 

 

Supplementary questions arose naturally as part of the interviews, although they have 

not been listed as part of this study. Rather they appear as part of the teachers' 

narratives and reflect the responses of the individuals. These have added colour and 

texture to the stories they tell.  
 
 

Claire’s story 
 
CHILDHOOD MEMORIES OF READING 
 
Firstly, I asked Claire to talk about her earliest memories of reading: her response was 

enthusiastic and positive. One of her earliest memories was reading books from the 

Peter and Jane Ladybird series, which was the reading scheme used at her school 

and the books she read at home. She recalled reading the 2.22 reading scheme and 

being excited and keen to progress through the different levels of book (1a,1b,1c...). 

The books formed part of Claire’s daily reading at home, as her mother would 

regularly buy Ladybird books to be shared with her sister. Although there was a limited 

supply of books at home, Claire had vivid memories of being attracted to the books on 

the Ladybird stand when they went shopping, ‘and if we were particularly lucky, we 
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would be bought a book’. The impetus and encouragement to read came 

predominantly from her mother, as well as her auntie who was a ‘passionate reader’. 

She remembered regular visits to the library in Bury St Edmunds, now a Laura Ashley 

shop, with her auntie. Although that library no longer existed, I was struck by Claire’s 

strong visual and sensory recall of the interior of the library: 

 

‘It used to be a really beautiful old building and the books used to be in wooden crates 

on the floor, wooden book crates that you could flick through …  the children’s books.’ 

 

Claire's attitude to reading was clearly fostered and encouraged by her auntie, who 

enrolled her as a member of the library and talked to her about books during weekend 

visits and school holidays. She fondly remembers them both leaving the library with a 

pile of reading books and talking about books all the way home. A present from her 

auntie at Christmas and Easter time was invariably a book: 

 

‘She didn’t believe in buying us sweets or Easter eggs, so we’d always have a  

book and the ones I remember were by Noel Streatfield …‘Meet the Maitlands’…  I’ve 

still got that book …I don’t know what happened to the others.’ 

 

Although her auntie introduced Claire to ‘the world of books’, her uncle was always 

keen to talk to her about what she had been reading when he was home on leave from 

the army. She recalled small details of how he would, ‘quiz me on how well I could 

read’ and ask her to ‘read this ... or read that in the newspaper to him’. Both clearly 

played a significant part in fostering a love of books in Claire: this was evident in the 

animated way in which she recalled these childhood events and memories. She 

reflected on how they had both how influenced her and contributed to her being a life-

long reader. 

 

‘/ think that reading was a big thing for my auntie and uncle on my mum’s side. I 

guess that’s where it came from’. 

 
 
READING AT SCHOOL 
 

Claire found it difficult to recall many reading experiences from her time at primary 

school: 
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‘Going through the reading schemes ...  I don’t remember much apart from that. 

There must have been a library area, there must have been …  but I don’t 

remember it in primary school. We were a very small primary school ... it was very 

small. I have no recollection of reading apart from the Peter and Jane books.’ 

 

Claire’s love of books had clearly emanated from life outside school, so I wondered if 

her memories of reading at secondary school were any different. By contrast, she had 

no difficulty in recalling a number of examples, and the experience had clearly been 

positive: ‘I remember nearly all of the books that we read, so I must have enjoyed 

them’. They included novels such as Across the Barricades and Mrs Frisby and the 

Rats of Nimh, which were read in middle school, and To Kill a Mockingbird in upper 

school. 

 

In recalling this time in her life, she remarked how her English teacher at middle 

school had taught them to skim read, which was clearly a useful skill for an avid 

reader, although she remarked that she had no idea why she had remembered this 

particular detail. Claire enjoyed English lessons and could remember all the books, but 

could not ‘remember studying them, or what we learnt’. This point led to a brief 

discussion of reading memories, and why we are able to remember some books over 

others. We agreed that this was linked to our capacity to remember a range of 

experiences, and it would be interesting to try and identify the key features of our 

remembered books. It also seemed to be true that some reading experiences had 

not actually been forgotten but did require some form of stimulus to reignite them. 

Listening to the interview again enabled me to reflect that, ‘the very act of reflecting 

on the reading process seemed to unlock reading memories for both of us’ (Field 

notes, 5.12.2020).  

 

Although her middle school had a library, Claire tended not to visit because ‘most of 

my inspiration to read came from outside school’. Reading for pleasure was important 

to her and she recalled talking with her friends about the books that they had enjoyed. 

One friend in particular, ‘was absolutely obsessed with reading Enid Blyton’s books’ 

and consequently she ‘went through’ all the St Clare’s and Malory Towers stories as 

well; ‘it was what was available at the time’.  

 

Claire reflected on how she had ‘always wanted to go to boarding school’ and recalled 
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her mother being exasperated with her and threatening to send her there: ‘for me that 

was never a threat’. The school life presented was attractive, and she found it 

‘glamorous’, with the numerous midnight feasts and games of lacrosse: I found it 

interesting that Claire’s emotional response mirrored my own when younger. The 

school settings that Blyton created are outside the lives of the vast majority children, 

although the characters and themes such as friendship provide the hook to gain the 

reader’s interest. Claire reflected that these stories had been her constant companions 

at the time, and although she could criticise the stories as an adult they formed an 

important part of her early reading.  

 

I asked Claire if she ever re-read her books as a child and discovered that she had. 
She took great pleasure in the very act of re-reading stories:  

 

‘I think it’s comforting to go back and read something you've enjoyed ... it takes you 

back to the initial pleasure ... in a way it’s easy ... in a book you’ve read loads and 

loads of times you don’t have to pay attention in the same way. It’s just comfortable, it’s 

an easy and comfortable read.’ 

 

I commented on her repeated use of the word ‘comfortable’, (and looking ahead, 

this was a word also used by Karen and similar to Tom’s use of ‘calm’) and wanted 

to find out more. Claire explained that as a child she had enjoyed the process of re-

reading a book, which was more than the physical act of reading itself. I would 

agree; stories provide an emotional draw for the reader, with the act of re-reading 

books more akin to re-visiting old friends. In the case of the school stories the 

characters were often engaging and compelling, particularly when they found 

themselves in ‘scrapes’ and had to extricate themselves from trouble. My friends and I 

often wished for one of the main protagonists to appear in our school.  

 

The value of re-reading is something I have discussed with teachers and trainees, as 

well as friends and family. For the most part this is something undertaken when a 

child, but much less likely to occur when an adult due to time constraints. For my own 

part the books I re-read are generally the classics, or key texts that I have enjoyed in 

the past; the decision to re-read must be balanced against the opportunity of exploring 

a new text. Claire saw value in re-reading texts but found limited time to read for 

pleasure with looking after her family. They had supported her over the last few years, 

first when completing her Open University degree and more recently during her 
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teacher training course. It was important to her that she gave some time back to her 

family for now, so reading for pleasure was more of a luxury at that moment.  

 
‘I guess it’s because I have such a fast-paced life. If I do get time to read for myself, 

which isn’t very often, then I will often go back to it – a book I know because ... I don’t 

know ... it just relaxes me now.   For the last few years, especially because my degree 

took me six years, I have spent so much time reading for analysis and reading for 

purpose that reading for pleasure has become quite rare.’ 

 
Claire’s development as a reader was fostered by her mother and auntie. By 

comparison one of her sisters wasn’t interested in reading at all, and none of her 

children had inherited her love of reading: this was a fact she found amusing. Claire 

now in turn reads to her nieces and nephews, which was something that she evidently 

enjoyed.  

 

‘I have just inherited a new set of nieces and nephews from my partner, and I think it’s 

really important to read with them.’  

 
 
READING AS A TEACHER 
 
Our reading history inevitably shapes us as individuals and is something we draw on in 

later life.  A striking memory for Claire was class reading, ‘which I hated, because I 

would always want to read ahead and I didn’t like the pace.’ She recognised the irony 

of this statement, as reading in class is embedded in English teaching: 

 

‘Unfortunately, that’s something I have to do – and I feel the pain of the kids when you 

ask them to read, and they say ‘/ don't know where I am’ ... because I know that they 

have either switched off or they are way ahead in their reading. And interestingly my 

son’s the same – he says he hated reading at school because of the class reader.’ 

 

The use of the class reader was also mentioned by Karen in her interview and 

although she enjoyed the experience of listening to a story as a student, like Claire she 

was often more concerned with working out when it would be her turn to read. It was 

clear that their experiences had informed their thinking as teachers, making them more 

aware of those students who dreaded the prospect of reading aloud, as well as the 

confident readers who would rather read independently. 
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Reading for Pleasure 
 

I asked Claire to talk further about her current reading habits, particularly in relation to 

reading for pleasure. As she had only just completed her training course, she felt 

that there had been limited time to read for pleasure that year: ‘I really haven’t ... I 

think at Christmas   I sat down and read a single book’. It transpired that the book was 

Susan Hill’s Howard’s End is on the Landing (2010), which I referred to in my story as 

a reader in Chapter 2. Claire’s choice was opportune, and provoked further discussion 

about the enjoyment of reading and acquiring new books. She had a bookshelf of 

unread novels which she worked through, whilst I would only put them in the bookcase 

once I had read them.  

 

Although she felt ‘time poor’ at the time of the interview, Claire had already earmarked 

a number of books to read in the future although she acknowledged that she found it 

hard to find time to read. However, audio books provided a good alternative, and she 

did find time to listen to stories in the car: ‘I’m part way through David Mitchell’s ... The 

Bone Clock.’  She also set great store by reading ‘real books’, enjoying the physical 

experience of turning the page: 

 

‘It just feels so substantial, there is something about the page turning, the smell of a 

book ... even though they can be cumbersome at times. I tried with a Kindle, but 

they’re not for me.’ 

 

She didn’t envisage that the situation would change that much in her NQT year, but still 

spoke fondly of how she planned to keep up to date with new books through reading 

reviews and spending time in bookshops. She spoke of her fear of: 

 
‘… missing a book and forgetting it was there ... that’s why I end up buying them 

because I read a review and think, ‘what if I forget about it?’ Then it will disappear into 

the ether, and I will never read it.’ 

 

More recently she had turned her attention to reading short stories, including The 

Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, and had purchased a book of short 

stories by Neil Gaimon. She also found short stories a good alternative to novels when 

time was limited.   
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Teaching Fiction and the Place of Reading in the Curriculum 
 
Our discussion then moved to considering the place of literature, and particularly 

fiction, in the English curriculum. I asked Claire to reflect on why she thought it 

important to give time to reading fiction in class. She regarded this activity as ‘really 

important on so many levels’, including teaching grammar and using the text as a 

model in creative writing. She felt that stories provided door into different worlds and 

real-life experiences as the reader can ‘pick up so much by reading books that you 

can’t by just teaching’. A book’s ability to engender an emotional response in the 

reader has been discussed earlier in this study, and Claire’s observations served once 

again to highlight the importance of the reader’s relationship with the text. As a teacher 

she saw the power that stories have to deal with everyday themes and issues, which 

are relevant to students, and the medium of the story can provide an easier way of 

discussing themes such as bullying. As Mar and Oatley suggest (2008, 2009), such 

themes and attitudes can then be discussed from the perspective of the 

character(s) and the confines of the story, rather than students explicitly referring 

to their own experiences. The value of perspective taking is explored by Junker and 

Jacquemin (2017), in this case as a written response.  Claire had experienced the 

power of stories to engage students’ interest during her training year and observed 

that: 

 

‘… asking a student to write or create a leaflet or poster that’s a springboard from 

something they’ve read is powerful, rather than some abstract concept. It isn’t even 

an experience, it’s perhaps ... they’ve almost experienced something within the 

book that’s prompted this. I quite like that idea.’ 

 

I found Claire’s response fascinating: this resonated with my own experiences as a 

teacher, as well as Oatley’s of a reader being in a ‘flight simulator’ (2011).  

 

For Claire, stories provided powerful ways of experiencing other worlds, or 

situations, because,  

 

‘... the world can be hostile and ... it’s kind of a practice run, isn’t it? It offers kids an 

alternative world, but one that is safe. So, it’s a safe way of exploring different 

issues. If you look at Purple Hibiscus for example, ...  that’s a safe way for kids to 

understand that there are places in the world where things happened, and it’s on 

the news. Kids are seeing things on the news, but through literature they can kind 
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of see the reasoning and understand a bit of what’s going on in other kids’ lives. 

Rather than show, ... you could easily show footage of some horrendous situation, 

but ‘showing’ this through literature ... it’s a step back from reality.’ 

 

Claire referred to a number of other books she had taught which offered students 

views of other worlds, including The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas and The Diary of 

Anne Frank These stories share an ability to ‘paint a reality; this is not necessarily 

the reality of the reader’s world, but it is a reality for the central character within a 

convincing story so ‘you can identify with this world as it is similar to ours.’ She 

concluded: 
 
‘/ think that’s why literature is so powerful, because it’s not just a construct of 
words – again it goes back to the craft of writing doesn’t it really?’  
 
 
The English Curriculum 
 
Our discussion turned next to the place of reading in the English National Curriculum, 

‘it’s something we have to teach, although I would want to even if it didn’t’ Claire 

remarked. She acknowledged the statutory nature of the document, and the place of 

books that were classed as part of our ‘literary heritage’. She regarded them as 

important but was concerned that technology was competing with books for 

children’s attention. She recounted a particular day when she had asked her top set 

Year 7 class (a ‘challenge’ class) to put their hands up if they regarded themselves as 

readers: only half of them did. I suggested that their responses might not tell the whole 

story, as admitting to enjoying reading is not always viewed as ‘cool’ by one’s peers at 

this age.  

 

Claire had noticed some difference in the reading preferences of boys and girls, with 

boys being attracted to non-fiction texts and graphic novels. Whilst this is a 

stereotypical view, she thought that boys probably read more than they admitted to in 

school. This is something I had also observed from my own teaching: ‘Some boys I 

taught were avid readers at home but would never admit this at school. They read 

more than we know … or is it that we (curriculum/teachers) don’t really value what they 

read?’ (Field notes, 6.8.2018).  

 

Claire had observed that girls followed reading trends as well as boys and felt this was 

often peer led. One example of such a book was Girl Online which had been 

enthusiastically read by the girls in her Year 7 class. She felt that some girls were 
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probably reading more non-fiction than teachers thought, although they were mostly 

drawn to reading fiction. This tends to confirm the stereotypical view that girls prefer 

reading fiction, whilst boys read more non-fiction, regarding fiction as a more feminine 

pursuit. Research by the National Literacy Trust (2015) investigated the reading habits 

of more than a million children and suggested that boys might be choosing to read 

non-fiction as it was easier to skim-read and skip pages. Although not the focus of my 

study, there were occasions during the interviews when we discussed the perceived 

gender difference in reading preferences  

 

Ideally, there should be time for reading for pleasure in the school curriculum, but even 

with her limited experience in the classroom Claire felt this was unrealistic. Her main 

placement school had introduced a ten-minute silent reading session at the start of 

each lesson, and students were encouraged to bring in their own reading books for 

this. In reality, some students always forgot their book and then had to select 

something to read from the book box. Unless they were monitored, they would select 

the same book each time. Claire was not convinced that this was a worthwhile activity, 

particularly for these students, whom she regarded as ‘playing the game’ and 

thinking, ‘my face is in the book, my head’s elsewhere.’ She questioned if students 

made progress in reading, and if so, how this could be determined by the teacher. 

Discussions with other colleagues confirmed that promoting reading for pleasure was 

challenging: 

 

‘I know it’s a real concern amongst all of the English department ... how do we get 

kids to read for pleasure, and not just read because we’ve told them they’ve got   to 

read it, or it’s part of the school curriculum.’ 

 

At this stage it is useful to compare Claire’s experience in her second placement 

school, which had a different approach to reading and devoted a complete English 

lesson once a fortnight to reading for pleasure. This was part of the school’s reading 

policy, and as such valued and validated by the senior management. Claire viewed 

this approach as much more effective, as it enabled the English teacher to engage with 

students individually about their book and discuss it with them. Logistically this was not 

always easy to manage, but it did allow the teacher to monitor students’ reading over 

time to some extent. Claire concluded that she felt that, 
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‘… kids who read and have books at home will always read, or dip in and out of 

reading maybe, but I think the kids who don’t have that experience at home maybe or 

aren’t readers, you’re going to ... It’s a challenge for the teacher.’ 

 

Students’ attitudes towards reading are just as important as they progress to GCSE. 

Claire had noticed the school’s emphasis on reading a complete novel in Year 7, with 

sufficient challenge and interest for the reader. She also recognised that the class 

reader provided an opportunity for the teacher to introduce more challenging texts: the 

experience of shared reading itself, enabling less confident readers to experience a 

wider range of fiction. The choice of story was also important, and Claire felt it 

important that departments chose books that students wanted to read. She cited books 

such as The Graveyard Book by Neil Gaimon, which had been introduced by the 

department, and ‘loved teaching this’. The department had subsequently devised a 

scheme of work based on the novel  

 

Claire stressed the importance of choosing stories that are engaging and will 

encourage reading. However, she felt that the statutory curriculum was quite 

prescriptive, given the emphasis on assessment at Key Stage 4 and what teachers 

had to cover. In her view this led to a disproportionate amount of time being spent 

on analysing the text and effectively ‘teaching to the test’, which she felt detracted 

from an appreciation of the text as a whole: 

 

‘The whole drawing out of the elements of a novel takes the shine away from it, and I 

know it has for myself, it’s taken the shine or the pleasure off ...’  

 

However, she conceded that the new curriculum did at least promote the reading of 

whole texts, rather than extracts. However, this places additional demands on 

 

‘… the kids to write in a similar way, say starting with a doorknob. Yes, I think 

through writing themselves,  then there is the potential for deeper understanding, so 

that could be quite interesting.’ 

 

Claire was also aware that moving from ‘trainee’ to ‘teacher’ brought with it a different 

set of expectations: these included those she had of herself, as well as those of her 

department and school. I reminded her that she would still have the support of her 

mentor during her NQT year, and that as teachers we continue to learn and develop 
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throughout our career. Understandably the prospect of starting her teaching career 

was both exiting and slightly daunting, but Claire’s story demonstrates how her 

attitudes to reading have been shaped by her own experiences as a reader and a 

beginning teacher.  

 
 
Tom's story 
 
CHILDHOOD MEMORIES OF READING 
 
Tom’s earliest memories of reading can be traced back to a book of bible stories. 

This was bought for him by a ‘fairly religious’ neighbour he got on well with.  

 
‘I think very first book that I remember having was bible stories, illustrated bible 

stories ... I remember that I quite enjoyed reading the stories, they were fairly short – I 

remember the pages being kind of about half text, half picture – separated into 

columns, and it was colour and it just covered a range of bible stories. I seem to 

remember quite happily reading that book, and often she would sit with me, and we 

would read bits of it together.’ 

 

Like Claire, Tom’s early memories of reading were linked to the influence of a particular 

individual. He thought that this had taken place when he was four or five years old, but 

couldn’t remember anything before this. He recalled a having a strong interest in 

reading non-fiction when he was younger, and a favourite book containing 101 facts, 

which he recalled with some fondness. He ‘loved’ looking through the book and 

exploring different facts, ‘and to this day remember that the highest waterfall in the 

world is in Venezuela, and it’s called the Angel Falls’.  

 

The physical features of the book formed part of his reading memory, and like Claire 

he could still recall the book’s red front cover and bold text. In particular, he was 

drawn to the accompanying illustrations, which took up half the page. Tom kept this 

book for some time, and credits it with making him interested in what was going on in 

the wider world. The importance of visual memory is something I discussed with 

Claire, and it was also part of Karen’s reading memory and my own narrative. I doubt 

that any of us had given thought to those book covers for years, but our collective 

memories revealed their importance and association with happy memories. 

 

Tom also had vivid memories of reading comics as a child, and was keen to talk about 

them: ‘Do you want to know about comics?’ He was particularly interested in the 
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Star Wars comics, ‘because I was very into Star Wars at the time and had all the 

toys’. Reading at home was generally with his mother, as his father was often working 

away from home. However, like Claire his father encouraged him to read when he was 

home. Tom still had strong emotional memories of his father buying comics for him as 

a treat, which meant that his enjoyment of reading was even stronger:  

 

‘I remember my father buying me these comics as a treat. I didn’t get them regularly, 

but I remember really enjoying having them and reading the stories and being 

fascinated with the universe that existed within that kind of area’. 

 

Tom’s mother read with him every day: ‘I remember her reading Topsy and Tim 

books with me, often before school’. He reflected on the place of stories in his 

Catholic playschool, in the hymn lyrics and bible stories. He enjoyed these and liked 

the message in the story: ‘somewhere along the line my mum and dad were trying to 

teach me right and wrong’. 

 

In the process of recalling this experience Tom commented on his fascination with 

the universe that the stories presented. I asked him whether this was due to the 

stories though Tom was attracted to the illustrations and their portrayal of setting 

and context: ‘Visual representations of things that fascinated me like spaceships and 

so on, ... the settings in space’. I suggested that this strong interest in visual texts 

might have led him to choose to study media at university: this was something he 

hadn’t thought of before, but he agreed that this could well be the case. 

 

Tom was firmly convinced of the value of reading and recalled visiting his local library 

on a regular basis with his mother. The library was not far from home, and as he got 

older he would often go by himself, and he relished the experience of looking at a 

range of books and choosing one for himself. When asked about the kind of books 

he selected, he reflected that he generally wanted to look at books that were 

intended for an older reader. These were often books of facts, an interest already 

noted, but they were often too difficult for him to read by himself so his parents would 

often read them with him. Like Claire, his memories of the library were positive, ‘it was 

a sunny, happy place, a positive place and I remember the smell of it as well’. Tom had 

similar memories of the library in his middle school, with its selection of books. He 

enjoyed spending time there and sitting with friends on the comfy chairs. Like Claire 

and Karen, he felt that most of his reading for pleasure took place outside school, 

where he read books different to those at school. However, he did remember his class 
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reading Stig of the Dump and enjoyed it because of the characters. 

 

Memories of reading in the secondary school were more vivid and included 

Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (version unknown). He admitted that at the time he 

didn’t understand much of the story, but he enjoyed listening to the language. 

Another play, Gregory’s Girl was enjoyable, as well as stories of beasts on the moor, 

and a story about a zeppelin which fascinated him due to his interest in machines, war, 

and technology. The school had quite a good library, with computers that could be 

used for research, and Tom recalled that he always had a reading book with him. 

Although he didn’t really remember his class readers, he did recall the story of 

Bendigo Boswell and enjoyed having been in the school’s musical version of the story. 

Tom was drawn to reading lyrics and narrative stories, such as those based on Norse 

mythology, which had the power to create another world beyond his experience. 

 

I asked Tom to tell me about the books he chose to read at this time. He had no 

difficulty in remembering a range of titles, which confirmed his eclectic taste in 

reading. Books from the Time Machine series, which were adapted from stories by 

H.G. Wells, were particularly enjoyable. He explained how he liked the format of the 

‘choose your own adventure book’ and the idea of the quest. The challenge of getting 

to the end of the story enhanced the reading experience, which resulted in full reader 

engagement with characters and plot. Other stories were based on the Lone Woolf 

series, which were firm favourites with him. At this point I asked Tom say more about 

why he found these stories so compelling. He explained that he ‘liked the format of 

choosing and getting to the end of the story’ and tracking the narrative through the 

book. The inclusion of a map helped the reader understand the setting and he enjoyed 

the fantasy role play, ‘which tied in with my interest in Star Wars stories and science 

fiction.’  By contrast, compiling sticker albums, which provided information on football 

players and their nationalities, were not that engaging and often left unfinished. 

 

Tom also enjoyed other adventure books such as the coming-of- age commando 

stories, which were popular at the time, and he relished the idea of re-reading these 

stories. This allowed him to select different routes through the stories and discover 

different endings. He found the narratives compelling, partly due to the positive 

resolution and themes of heroism. He also found himself fascinated by the German 

language used in the stories, the engaging plots and ‘audacity’ of the main 

protagonist. Similar qualities can be attributed to the stories of The Swiss Family 

Robinson, Gulliver’s Travels, Robinson Crusoe and The Magic Faraway Tree. They 
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stimulated the imagination and appealed to his sense of adventure as a reader. Some 

were initially read to him by his parents, but later he read them himself.  

 
 
ADULT READING 
 
Tom’s reflection revealed just how much his adult reading interests and habits had 

been influenced by his childhood reading. A particular favourite writer is Hanuki 

Murakami: ‘magical realism is one big love that I have found in fiction’ and these 

stories resonated with his earlier reading history. However, like the other participants 

he found it a challenge to find time for reading for pleasure, particularly since starting 

teaching. As a result, he often leaves half-finished novels around the house, and 

sometimes has to make a point of making sure that he finishes a book. He viewed 

reading as something of an ‘illicit pleasure’ but tries to ‘carve out time’ to read, as he 

thinks this important as an English teacher and role model. However, other priorities 

such as planning lessons and marking often took priority. 

 

Tom stressed the importance of English teachers being active readers, to keep their 

knowledge of books up to date and maintain their analytical reading. Like many other 

teachers Tom is always on the lookout for new texts, and often draws on his own 

reading in his teaching. He uses extracts from some of Murakami’s stories with his 

classes, to explore a writer’s narrative and use of language. His enthusiasm for 

magical realism was evident, and I am sure this inspired his students who evidently 

enjoyed reading the texts. 

 

Coincidentally Tom had just finished reading ‘Romeo and Juliet’ the evening before we 

met, having started studying the play at university. This was prompted by the 

knowledge that he would be teaching this soon. It was interesting to hear him compare 

his earlier encounter with the bard with his recent experience: 

 

‘I kept thinking why Shakespeare? And now I know why Shakespeare ... I think he’s a 

genius’ (my emphasis). 

 

Reading The Art of Eloquence (Bevis, 2007) served to strengthen Tom’s interest in 

Shakespeare and his knowledge of rhetoric, which he had been able to use in his 

teaching. Although not a fiction book, he found it an ‘entertaining read’ which had 

helped develop his own reading skills. 
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The Unique Quality of Reading 
 
I asked Tom to explore why he found reading such an absorbing activity. His main 

reason was the enjoyment of entering another world, such as the semi-magical 

universe in magical realism. He also cited his life-long interest in reading science 

fiction and adventure stories.  These present the reader with a created world and 

settings that pique the imagination, but also resonate with life experiences. He 

thoroughly enjoyed the process of ‘getting lost in the story and the setting’ and cited 

details such as such as ‘she wore a ruby necklace like a very precious neck’ from The 

Bloody Chamber.’ He found Carter’s language vivid and having a quality that creates 

‘poignant memories’.  Slipping into an alternative world is both alluring and convincing, 

and the different elements of the novel which works at a number of levels present a 

challenge. This level of reading demands greater concentration so it isn’t something 

he would read when he is was tired. 

 

Tom also talked about graphic novels, which he found equally absorbing. He had used 

stories like The Arrival in his teaching and found this effective as a stimulus for 

teaching creative writing as well as discussing the theme of outsiders. My own 

experiences in the classroom confirmed to me the value of linking reading to writing, 

and I can remember one year, 

 

 ‘… using the opening chapter of Cider with Rosie with a class to explore how Lee uses 

language to tell the story from the view of a young child – himself. Discussing the size 

of blades of grass and his sisters really helped them get a sense of Lee’s perspective 

on the world. This gave them ideas of how they could write about their own early 

memories.’ (Field notes, 23.3.2018).   

 
 
READING AS A TEACHER 
 
Reflections on Teaching Reading 
 
At the start of this chapter, I provided brief biographical details of the participants. 

When Tom trained, it was still a requirement that applicants held a degree that 

comprised at least fifty percent of the subject they wanted to teach. Tom’s route into 

teaching was not the conventional route, with his degree in Media and English, 

although requirements were starting to ease in a bid to meet teacher shortages. 

Originally, he had hoped to become a film studies teacher, but as there were no 

training courses in this subject it wasn’t realistic. English offered him the closest route 
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into teaching, and he realised that he could apply his analytical skills to the written 

text as much as to visual texts. Tom’s teaching experience has fostered a love in 

reading and creativity, and he rightly regarded himself as an English teacher. His 

responses confirmed he is a strong advocate of reading for pleasure, using a wide 

range of sources in his lessons. His view of reading is central to his role as an English 

teacher’: 

 

‘Now my reading for pleasure and being a good teacher are inherently linked … I 

cannot divorce my own persona with [sic] being a teacher.’ 

 

Why Teach Fiction? 
 
When I asked Tom this question, he replied that there were probably many 

reasons.  ‘One could be that some students wanted to be the next J.K. Rowling’, 

but mostly it was for entertainment and enjoyment. He felt strongly that being an 

English teacher provided a unique opportunity to introduce children to texts that form 

part of our cultural heritage, although he subsequently noted that this presupposed that 

readers had a shared heritage. From his experience he thought there was a book ‘out 

there’ for most people, and teachers could guide and advise less experienced 

readers. This of course is dependent on the teacher’s own subject knowledge, and 

with the emphasis on teaching set texts it can be difficult for them to keep up to date 

with new teenage fiction. In some cases, as Cremin’s (2009, 2011, 2019) research 

on primary teachers’ reading suggests, teachers can become reliant on the same 

texts limiting the reading repertoire they are able to offer students. 

 

Like Claire and Karen, Tom felt that reading for pleasure had been marginalised in 

recent years, with an increased focus on standards of literacy. Whilst he agreed 

that students needed to be able to write well and accurately, this should not be at 

the expense of reading for pleasure. 

 
 
Reading in the National Curriculum 
 
I was keen to explore Tom’s experience of teaching the English curriculum to date, in 

relation to the place of fiction. He felt that teachers had lived through difficult times 

recently, and despite an annual reminder that schools should promote reading for 

pleasure, most only paid lip service to this directive. He reflected on the practice in his 

own school, which is required to have a reading policy, but in reality reading for 
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pleasure only takes place outside lessons. ‘What about library lessons?’ I asked. Tom 

explained that these were used to address ‘mind the gap’ with a focus on developing 

identified specific literacy skills that the student had not yet mastered. Although he 

agreed with the emphasis on developing key skills, it saddened him that this was at 

the expense of reading for pleasure. 

 

Tom recognised the tension between wanting to teach a range of engaging and 

interesting texts and promoting reading, but paradoxically he felt that English 

teachers often found themselves having to spend a disproportionate amount of time 

teaching a narrowing range of skills. However, it was interesting to hear that it was 

school policy to buy a book for everyone in the school, including teaching and non-

teaching staff, and time is given for students to read independently during the annual 

Book Week.  

 

As an English teacher Tom did his best to promote reading for pleasure, and valued 

times to talk about reading in his lessons. He agreed that students enjoyed listening to 

stories being read aloud, and felt that with support all students could do this even if it 

was briefly. Our discussion caused me to reflect why we don’t include reading aloud as 

part of the teacher training programme, although support is often provided at an 

individual level by colleagues in school. There is an assumption that English teachers 

can instinctively read aloud with expression, in a similar way to a performance, but as 

educators we need to recognise that this can be daunting initially for some trainees. 

 

Tom reflected that the national curriculum promoted the reading of a wider range of 

texts, through texts such as recipes from the 1920s where language and sentence 

structure can appear archaic to students, at first sight. However, he was concerned 

with the increase in cognitive load and felt that some children did not have the 

resilience to cope with a high volume of challenging texts. Having said that, he felt 

that it was vital that all students had an entitlement to high-quality fiction. He 

regarded the English teacher as the agent of change, who could signpost suitable 

texts to the students they taught. This is a point made later by Karen. Tom’s 

response   showed a genuine commitment to using fiction to model effective writing, 

and if novels were well taught it was likely that students would enjoy them. In essence 

he saw reading for pleasure as,  
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 ‘… inherently at odds with the curriculum. Books exist for our pleasure - but in the 

classroom, these books exist for us to do well in our assessment. As a teacher you 

have to choose to foreground one over the other’.  

 

Like Claire and Karen, Tom felt that his attitudes towards reading were fashioned 

through his early experiences of reading at home with the encouragement of his 

parents. To some extent his current reading preferences could be linked back to his 

early reading choices, and he had fond memories of reading as a boy. Stories provided 

the enjoyable experience of entering another world, and he would often form a strong 

association with a character or characters. Tom drew on his own reading in his 

teaching and regarded it as his responsibility as a teacher to introduce students to a 

range of texts. Like Claire, he was concerned that the emphasis on textual knowledge, 

for the purpose of assessment, had already diminished the time for teachers to look at 

any other fiction.  

 

We will now move on to Karen’s story.  

 
 
Karen’s story 
 
My final interview was with Karen, who had the most English teaching experience.  If I 

had speculated that there would have been a difference between the three accounts, I 

would have been wrong; in practice there was a high degree of correlation, despite the 

different experiences and routes into teaching taken by the three participants. 
 
 
CHILDHOOD MEMORIES OF READING 
 
Karen’s story resonates with the early experiences of reading described by Claire 

and Tom, with her mother playing a major part in encouraging Karen and her brother to 

read. As an aside, she commented that she had not thought about reading as a child 

until earlier in the day and welcomed the opportunity to revisit some of these 

memories. 

 

Karen’s mother was a constant figure in her early reading, although she didn’t have 

any specific memories of seeing either of her parents read. Neither did she remember 

ever being forced to read. Karen had always enjoyed reading, and recalled the 

regular bedtime reading times each day. Recently she had spoken to her mother about 

some of the books that they used to read together, such as the Mr Men books. Her 
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mother later admitted that she had ‘skipped’ parts of the story on occasions, as she 

found it hard to sit still and read for a sustained period of time.  

 

The library played an important part in Karen’s early life, and like Claire and Tom she 

visited this on a weekly basis. She remembered the library as a calm and relaxing 

place, which appealed to her, and she liked collecting stickers each time she read a 

new book or completed one of their book trails. Karen associated specific places with 

the experience of reading when a child and enjoyed the shared reading time with her 

mother at bedtime. When she started to read independently, she would often find a 

place where she could read on her own. The garden offered an escape from daily 

routines in the summer, and she recalled ‘my time’ spent savouring reading by herself 

until she was interrupted by one her parents. On other occasions she took herself 

upstairs to read on her own, and found it annoying when she was interrupted and 

asked, ‘what are you doing?’ 

 

 Karen would read as many books as she could, although she commented that she 

couldn’t remember many of them now. She did however remember some of the 

Ladybird books, and stories with cats and dogs that had a good rhyme. Her ‘nicest 

memories’ of reading were associated with strong emotions of feeling happy and 

contented:  

  

‘It was always just a nice calm time, which I think it appealed to me … it was time 

together … probably at bedtime but mum was very keen on reading, so it probably 

happened more’.  

 
 
READING AT SCHOOL  
 
Karen found it difficult to remember anything about reading at junior school, although 

she had a hazy memory of a class reading scheme where books were given a level 

and when you finished one you were told, ‘well done, you’ve gone up a level and can 

have an orange sticker.’ Similarly, the school library offered a limited choice of books 

which had to be picked from the book box allocated to the class. For an avid reader 

she found most of the books in school were, ‘dated and not very exciting’. However, 

Karen did remember an incident that took place when she was in Year 5. Her class 

teacher had given her a copy of The House that Sailed Away, which she didn’t enjoy. 

Despite this her teacher wouldn’t allow her to change the book. The situation was only 

resolved when Karen’s mother contacted her and explained that Karen was an avid 
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reader but simply wasn’t enjoying that particular book. Predictably, the book was 

exchanged for another as a result.  

 

With the move to senior school Karen’s reading ‘took off’ and she enjoyed reading a 

wider range of texts and studying them in class. I was interested to hear Karen’s 

experiences of the class reader, particularly as she had already talked about enjoying 

listening to stories. She had liked reading lessons as they were ‘enjoyable’ and 

‘calming’. However, this feeling was often limited as, ‘I would spend time wondering 

when they [the teacher] would pick me to read’. Nevertheless, she found these lessons 

enjoyable, and recognised the paradox of enjoying hearing a story read aloud when 

she would ‘never choose an audio book’. When I asked her why, she replied that she 

would rather read the book herself. Actually, she would rather have a physical copy of 

the book, as opposed to an e-reader claiming, ‘I like the physical act of reading … 

having a hard book in front of me … I don’t like a kindle’. However, later in our 

discussion she remembered that she had a reading app on her phone and had used 

this. She concluded that the real reason she didn’t listen to audio books at bedtime was 

because she would inevitably drift off to sleep and miss chunks of the story.  

 

To a large extent, the experience of being read to is dependent on the fluency of the 

reader, when this isn’t the teacher, and reading around the class can sometimes prove 

tortuous for all concerned. I recognised the tension between giving all students the 

opportunity to read aloud, but ‘this was sometimes difficult where the reader was 

stumbling over every other word, and I then had to decide if I should step in and help 

with the pronunciation or let them continue – or get someone else to continue reading, 

which could knock their confidence’. (Field notes, 16.8.2019).  

 

Like Claire, Karen’s earlier experience of class reading had made her more sensitive to 

students’ attitudes to reading aloud. Her comments mirrored my own when she 

described occasions when a less confident reader was keen to read aloud, but not 

doing it very well, and she could see the rest of the class ‘zoning out.’ Our discussion 

led her to pose the question, ‘When did we start to “read in our heads”?’ This was an 

interesting question, and something I had reflected on myself. We considered the place 

of reading aloud in Victorian times, for example with Dickens’ stories published in 

weekly instalments, where reading aloud was for entertainment, as well as pragmatic 

reasons as few people could read at the time.  
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 Karen concluded by talking further about the reading process, and the role of the 

reader which was ‘active’ rather than ‘passive’. This echoes Rosenblatt’s (1938) reader 

response theory, discussed in Chapter 4, and the unique part the reader plays in 

creating meaning.  

 
 
ADULT READING 
 
Reading for Pleasure  
 
Karen’s views on reading reflected those held by many English teachers I have met 

over the years, as well those expressed by Claire and Tom:  

 

‘I still love it and try and do as much as I can … it is never a chore… it feels like a guilty 

pleasure, but when I’m working with books my own reading often gets left until last – it 

shouldn’t be like that!’ 

 

This is a valid point, and arguably English teachers should have the opportunity to 

develop a good knowledge of contemporary teenage/young-adult fiction so they can 

motivate and encourage students to read. However, the limited CPD sessions available 

are more likely to be aimed at how to teach one of the set GCSE texts, rather than a 

broader interpretation of subject knowledge. Perhaps the very act of sitting still when 

reading creates the impression that reading is a passive, rather than an active pursuit.  

 

Karen does most of her reading in the holidays, as indicated by most of those who 

completed the survey. She looks out for books by Sophie Kinsella and Marian Keyes, 

as they made her laugh, but also enjoys reading the classics. Like Claire, she kept a 

list of novels that friends and colleagues recommended, as well as those she came 

across in newspaper reviews. She described how she would ‘save up’ books-to-be-

read for the holidays, which would most likely include some quick reads for pleasure 

and relaxation as well as ‘heavier’ books. On balance she would prefer a second-hand 

book, as opposed to a new book, and likes nothing more than, ‘searching through 

second-hand bookshops ... and when I discover something unexpected, I think … this 

is a find!’  

 

This comment led us to talk about the former lives of second-hand books, and we 

exchanged stories of finding an array of items that had been used as bookmarks, 

including shopping lists, bus tickets and postcards. I always find it interesting to think 
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about who had owned the book before me, particularly where someone has written in 

the book as a gift or annotated text in the margins. Our discussion made me think 

about the idea of letting a book go and releasing it ‘into the wild’ and following its 

journey once someone else has picked it up and become its new owner. The idea of 

books connecting people reminded me of the work of the charity Bookcrossing8, and 

reading of some of the international journeys the books had undertaken. (Field notes, 

15.3.2020).   
 

I asked Karen if she thought that her taste in books had changed: she felt that in recent 

years it had. Currently she is reading biographies of authors, such as Dickens and 

Austen, and attributed this to wanting to know more about the authors and the context 

in which they were writing which she could draw on in her teaching. This is a good 

example of the personal and professional life of a reader becoming more closely 

integrated. Despite the pressure of time, she endeavoured to ‘read every day … even if 

it’s only a page’. She tries to use opportunities like being at the hairdressers, or on a 

train, when she has free time and ‘I’m held prisoner and can sit there and read guilt-

free!’ For Karen, reading for pleasure is an indulgent pleasure and even a short time 

spent reading, ‘keeps the story alive’.  

 
 
READING AS A TEACHER   
 
Next, I asked Karen why she thought we studied literature, and in particular, fiction in 

school. She thought that there were many benefits for students, apart from passing the 

exam, particularly as there were so many good books for young adults. Like Claire, she 

saw the potential for fiction to provide opportunities for students to safely explore 

sensitive themes. She had read a number of books in preparation for her PGCE 

course, including Fat boy swim, Millions, and Are You there, God? It’s me Margaret. 

However, she felt that it was sometimes a ‘bit of a battle … as some kids think of 

readers as ‘geeks. She’d tried to counter this by running a school book club, but with 

limited success.  

 

Karen tried to change these negative views this by trying to keep up to date with YA 

(young adult) fiction and would look for books that would ‘hook’ the reader. She 

explained how she liked to recommend books to students and their parents, who would 

 
8 www.bookcrossing.com 
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often seek her out for suggested reads. Occasionally she received thank you letters 

from parents, and she recalled one in particular, where a mother had written to thank 

her for ‘making a difference’ to her son who was thoroughly enjoying the book she had 

recommended.  

 

Before starting her teacher training course Karen had assumed that readers were born 

into families of readers, but prior to our meeting she had thought about this again and 

recognised that wasn’t even true in her own case. Talking to parents as a teacher, she 

quite often found that they felt guilty and would say things like ‘it’s probably my fault 

they don’t read’, as they didn’t have enough time to read themselves. These 

experiences made her think again about the importance of having a reading 

environment at home, or at least an environment that encourages reading. Karen 

remembered a boy in her class the previous year who had ‘a very pushy mum who 

wanted the child to have a dyslexia statement … and when the SENCO suggested she 

read to her son she said, ‘I’m too busy, I haven’t got time for this.’ Karen felt the mother 

was viewing matters the wrong way. She recalled reading to her mum, while she was 

getting the dinner ready, which made reading part of daily routine and a habit.  

 

The English Curriculum  
Karen thought that the curriculum offered opportunities to read a range of texts. However, 

she was concerned that the GCSE English courses were so heavy that many 

departments were under pressure to start texts in Key Stage 3. She recognised that this 

allowed teachers to introduce the text through extracts, prior to revisiting it in Year 10 or 

11. In her own school they were planning to introduce Treasure Island in Year 7, Oliver 

Twist in Year 8, and Of Mice and Men in Year 9. This is something I became aware of 

when visiting schools, and I remember one Head of English telling me they were, ‘going 

to start teaching ‘Animal Farm’ to Year 7 next year, to introduce them to the story and 

then they go back to it in Year 10’.  

 

Karen thought that the choice of texts was very challenging for some students, including 

some boys in Years 9 and 10 who were ‘still reading The Diary of a Wimpy Kid. She 

regretted the loss of To Kill a Mockingbird from the GCSE syllabus: ‘I don’t think this was 

a good thing … it’s very popular with students and it’s got lots of them into reading.’ In 

her opinion there was limited scope for reading for pleasure in KS3, given the pathways 

to GCSE and assessment pressures. Similarly, the choice of GCSE set texts was limited, 

and she felt there was a risk that literature could be marginalised, with some students 
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missing out on the experience of reading widely. This put me in mind of times earlier in 

my career when Literature, as a subject, became an option subject after Year 9.  

 

In presenting these three stories, interwoven with my own and my commentary, I lay 

out the details of my research findings in a narrative way and start the process of 

making links between them and identifying the underlying commonalities and 

differences. It is clear that for Claire, Tom and Karen reading is a source of pleasure 

and plays a significant role in their becoming English teachers, and in their work in the 

classroom. However, a closer reading identified a number of other common threads 

that shed light on the formative influences on becoming readers. These centre around 

their childhood memories and experiences, their reading histories, and their experience 

of teaching reading, and support my pursuit of my three lines of enquiry whilst offering 

some additional insights, too. These common threads are discussed in further detail in 

the final chapter, Chapter 7, before I turn to what I have learned from this study overall. 

I conclude by considering where it may play a role in informing future practice, through 

the level of detail that it offers on a topic that is largely neglected within educational 

research. 
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CHAPTER 7 – JOURNEY’S END 
 
‘I may not have gone where I intended to go, but I think I have ended up where I intended to 
be’.9 
 
This study set out to investigate the reading experiences of early career English 
teachers, and their attitude towards teaching reading in school. This was borne out of 

my own experience as a reader and teacher, and more recently as an ITT tutor, and 

was the impetus for my research question. My thesis is about Teachers as Readers 

and Readers as Teachers, as this was found to be a gap in the literature that coincided 

with my own interests within education and to which I can make a meaningful 

contribution. Teaching and reading are fundamental to my identity, both as an English 

teacher and individual. In fact, they are now inextricably linked.  

 

This study looks at teaching and reading in a reciprocal way, it finds evidence that the 

participant teachers are readers and that as readers they chose to become teachers 

but choose not to separate these strands. Rather, it pursued three interconnected lines 

of enquiry that enabled me to build up a much fuller picture through a mixture of direct 

questions and informal conversation with its participants: Claire, who was about to 

complete her PGCE training year, and Tom and Karen who were in their first and 

second year of teaching respectively.   

 

These lines of enquiry were: 
 

• Childhood memories of reading – this included school experiences and reading   

outside school. 

• Participants’ own reading experience and their attitudes towards reading for 

pleasure 

• The place of reading in the English curriculum and the opportunities and 

challenges experienced by teachers 
 
as set out in Chapter 5, Seeking a Credible Journey, and explored in Chapter 6, 

Listening to the Teachers’ Stories.  

 

 
9 Adams, D. (1988) The Long Dark Tea-Time of the Soul (Kindle version). Note that the 
chapter title alludes to R.C Sherriff’s play (1928) of the same name  – Journey’s End – 
but that is where the similarity ends. 
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I started my doctoral journey by sending a survey to a group of both trainee teachers 

and early career teachers in the first three years of teaching, to provide an overview of 

the topic and this is included as part of Chapter 1, Introduction – In the beginning…. 

The survey effectively became a scoping exercise, due to changes to the research 

design, and was helpful in providing me with an insight into their attitudes and 

perceptions of reading from the dual role of English teacher and reader.  

 

As I started to engage with the research process, I began to refine my ways of working, 

recognising that surveys and grounded theory were too mechanical to serve my 

purposes. I embarked on a process of thinking about my own story that led me towards 

autoethnography, a methodology that still informs my work in many ways, not least the 

decision to use my own story as a framework, as seen in Chapter 2, Stories Have 

Made Me.  As I wanted to look outwards and keep my focus on new members of the 

teaching profession and their storied lives, I chose to use a narrative inquiry approach. 

This seemed particularly fitting for a study that centres on words – formed in our heads, 

written and read in books, spoken in classrooms, used to impose dictums by policy-

makers – and always one of the fundamental means of human communication. 

However, I found that setting out my story was invaluable in assisting me to 

contextualise my work with the trainees.  

 

In Chapter 3, The Narrative of Policy, I provided a number of related policy narratives 

but recognised the most fundamental influence(s) on reading to be successive 

iterations of the National Curriculum, and assessment requirements. I also noted the 

recent ideological shift to a knowledge-based curriculum and notions of a ‘cultural  

literacy’ approach to teaching fiction. This promotes a learning discourse based on 

knowledge about texts as opposed to reader-interaction with texts and, in my view, 

diminishes the importance of authentic reading. Mason and Giovanelli (2021) reflect 

that this approach has:  

 

‘…over time become associated with particular teaching methods, generally teacher-

led didactic approach where ‘teacher is expert’ and the main aim of lessons is to 

transmit knowledge about the class reader’ (p. 18).  

 

In Chapter 4, Pedagogy and Practice, I turned my attention to the processes involved 

in becoming a reader noting the significance of Theory of Mind, and Reader Response 

Theory.  My initial literature review confirmed that much of the research into reading 

focused on early reading, or barriers to reading. Limited research had considered the 
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dual role of the teacher, as reader and teacher of reading, although Zancanella (1991) 

and Gooodwyn (1992) had investigated trainee English teachers’ attitudes to reading in 

the 1990s. Later Cremin’s work provided a useful starting point for exploring my study 

into teachers’ reading but her research was primarily concerned with developing 

primary teachers’ own knowledge of children’s literature so that they could promote 

reading for pleasure in school (Cremin, 2019; Cremin et al, 2008, 2009). More recently 

Cliff Hodges (2010) stressed the value of researching why people read in order to 

inform the pedagogy of teaching reading:  
 
‘If educators and researchers neglect the reasons for reading … an opportunity is 

missed to build on what is arguably one of the most powerful and important elements 

of the process’. (Cliff Hodges, 2010, p. 9) 

 

In Chapter 5, Seeking a Credible Journey, I took you along my methodological 

pathway, to demonstrate why I made the decision to pursue a narrative approach, 

influenced in particular by the work of Ellis (2004), Frank (2010), Riessmann (2011) 

and Clandinin (2006, 2007, 2013). I spent some time considering which methodology 

to use, which was initially challenging as I felt that my first choices did not offer the 

opportunity to look closely enough at individual stories. My field notes provide a useful 

reminder of my thoughts at the time:  

 
 ‘… have spent hours looking at the methodology, but now feel more confused than I 

was when I started’   and  

 

‘I know it’s important that I choose the right methodology, but at the moment I don’t 

know what this is – will it be enough to look at other people’s stories?’ (Field notes, 

2.5.2015).  

 
Chapter 6, Listening to teachers’ stories, is where we return again to stories, for here I 

presented my participants’ views in narrative form interwoven with my commentary to 

embellish these ‘weft’ threads. Briefly, I found that all three teachers came into English 

teaching with an existing love of literature. Their individual stories demonstrated the 

different influences on their reading, and the varied shapes that reading took. They 

also exhibited a strong commitment to promoting reading and acting as a role model 

for their students.  
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I started my doctoral journey wanting to explore the fundamental part that stories play 

in our lives and earlier in, Chapter 5, I reflected on the challenge of deciding on the 

right methodology hence calling it Seeking a Credible Journey. Like James (2017) the 

road I have travelled has been rocky and difficult to traverse at times, but I found 

solace in her description of her own journey, characterised by ‘floundering, 

meandering, wrong turns and cul-de-sacs’. Chatwin’s ‘dream tracks’, first mentioned in 

Chapter 1, have emerged as my narrative quest has progressed and listening to 

others’ stories has been an overwhelmingly enriching experience. Although I did not 

journey as I had planned, ‘I think I have ended up where I intended to be’, as Douglas 

Adam’s character Dick Gently observed.  Sometimes taking the wrong turn and being 

sidetracked was just what I needed to be able to get to where I was going. As my study 

attests, these stories did indeed add a richness and depth to my research, which I 

doubt I could have found any other way.  

 

Here, in Chapter 7, Journey’s End, I turn to the ‘warp’ threads, the fundamental strands 

that hold the mat together and draw out the commonalities between the three stories, 

mindful of temporality, space and place but letting my stories breathe for themselves 

and reveal their own themes. 

 
 
The Teacher-Reader Relationship 
 
The opportunity to move into teacher education provided a greater insight into some of 

the reasons why people want to become English teachers. I remembered that when 

asking this question during one of my first interviews (in Chapter 2, Stories Have Made 

Me), the invariable answer was, ‘because I love reading’. Like Goodwyn (1992), I 

speculated that this answer was proffered in anticipation that it was the ‘right’ answer. 

This piqued my interest in discovering if trainees’ attitude to books and reading 

changed, once they had spent some time in school and had to negotiate curriculum 

and assessment requirements. I also wanted to explore teachers’ views about the 

place of reading for pleasure in school, as well as for themselves.  
 

I decided at an early stage to explore the reading of fiction, as opposed to other forms 

of literature, as it engendered particular responses in the reader. This is something I felt 

instinctively to be the case but did not encounter in my reading until I discovered 

Oatley’s Such Stuff as Dreams: The Psychology of Fiction (2011). I subsequently 

explored other research that he and his colleagues had conducted in this field, and 



 135 

although their work does not relate to the school context it informed my thinking in 

relation to the emotional responses evoked by reading fiction. This proved helpful later, 

when reviewing the literature and formulating my survey and interview questions.  

 
In telling the individual stories, I had already begun the process of interpretation and 

making links across the narratives. Now, I pick some salient points out of this 

interpretation.  

 

There is plentiful evidence that all three participants came to English teaching with a 

personal love of books and of reading for pleasure. In each case this love of reading 

was fostered by a key adult, be it a neighbour or family member who was a strong 

advocate for reading. All three spoke fondly of memories of visiting their local library as 

a child, and still remembered significant details of the place. Their choice of story was 

often concerned with journeys and adventures, whether it be in mythical lands or 

boarding school. Although I was not looking for any common favourites, books by Enid 

Blyton, and O’Brien’s Mrs Frisby and the Rats of Nimh were mentioned by them all. 

There were also some significant variations, and it was noticeable that for Tom reading 

provided a way to access different worlds, whether biblical or science-fiction, and 

acquire information. In this his reading, choices ran along more traditional gendered 

lines (Goodman, 2013). 

 

Even comparing just three participants, there are hints that reading patterns differ on 

gendered lines, at least a little, for Tom’s interests included encyclopaedias (and none 

of the other survey participants chose non-fiction). Both Karen and Claire commented 

on boys’ attitudes towards reading fiction, and both were of the opinion that some boys 

probably read more fiction than they admitted to in front of their peers. Contemporary 

authors such as J.K. Rowling, Anthony Horowitz and Michael Morpurgo, to name but a 

few, are making a significant contribution to creating stories that engage children of either 

gender. However, there is limited time for teachers to promote wider reading to their 

students, or develop this aspect of their subject knowledge.  

 

A striking finding is that the participants’ love of reading was not fostered by their school 

experiences. All three developed this interest outside school, and their memories of 

reading evoked a strong personal response evident in the use of words such as: ‘calm’, 

‘comforting’, ‘relaxing’ and ‘pleasure’. This reflected the high-frequency use of similar 

adjectives in the survey responses. By contrast, recollections of reading in primary 

school were for the most part unmemorable or associated with structured reading 



 136 

programmes of ‘old’ and ‘boring’ story books. Karen and Claire, in particular, struggled 

to remember anything about reading for pleasure in relation to school.  

 

Karen did her best to recall some memories from her junior school, declaring ‘I don’t 

remember reading in school … I can picture being in my classroom doing things, but I 

can’t think of reading’. Her memories of the class reading scheme were by contrast 

strikingly vivid, even down to the colour-coded books which, as a confident reader, she 

did not find attractive.  

 

‘I can picture in the junior school that we had a … kind of … limited selection and they 

were sort of … colour-coded, and it was very much – oh, you’ve moved up a level you 

can have an orange sticker book now, but they all seemed very dated … nothing was 

very appealing. But beyond that there were some books … novels I think … and they’d 

[teachers] decided what level they were.’  

 

Claire recalled some details of her primary school ‘I think there were only about sixty 

students … it was very small,’ but had ‘…no recollection of reading at school apart from 

the Peter and Jane books’. Tom’s memories were confined to being in the library with 

friends, and he appeared to have benefitted from having access to a well-stocked 

library. I remember wondering if the reason why the participants found it difficult to 

remember much about reading in lessons was because they were confident readers 

from an early age, who had already moved beyond decoding texts. Karen still had vivid 

memories of the frustration of being ‘forced’ to read a book that she didn’t enjoy, until 

her mother intervened. However, all went on to become English teachers, albeit in the 

secondary sector, and their stories convey their passion and enthusiasm for reading as 

a child.  

  

In contrast, secondary school experiences were more vivid. Claire had ‘no difficulty 

remembering my secondary experiences’ and recalled being taught to skim-read by 

one of her English teachers. This, she reflected, had proved invaluable later in life 

when completing her degree. However, this way of reading was not her approach to 

reading fiction. Whilst secondary school provided access to a wider range of engaging 

texts, attitudes towards the class reader were mixed. Karen ‘loved the class reader’ 

whilst Claire ‘hated’ it, and Tom’s memories of reading aloud were associated with 

reading plays like Gregory’s Girl which he’d clearly enjoyed.  
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On further exploration, both Claire and Karen had appreciated lessons that involved 

listening to their English teacher reading to the class, particularly when the teacher 

would ‘use different voices’ (Karen) which brought the story to life. However, reading 

‘around the class’ could be stressful, particularly if you were someone who read ahead 

of the teacher. Both recalled reading ahead in class and then being concerned with 

working out when it would be their turn to read. I can relate to their emotional response 

and recall similar occasions in early secondary school where we had to read around 

the class. On one particular occasion I was reading ahead and so engrossed in the 

story that it was only when I heard someone (the teacher) saying my name that I 

realised it was my turn to read. Predictably, I was told off by my teacher.  

  

The participants’ stories also confirmed the place and importance of the book: books 

matter. For Claire the sensory pleasure of physically turning a page of a book was 

compelling, and her description was particularly evocative when talking about her 

favourite books from childhood. This resonates with my own experience of exploring 

‘old favourites’ and turning the thick pages once again to revisit the woodcut 

illustrations of my childhood. It’s as if this very act connects us with a version of our 

younger self. The use of illustrations and images were also an important part of Tom’s 

recollections of the physical presence of books, linked to bible stories as well as 

providing visual representations of mythological creatures and characters from 

science-fiction. Claire’s love of the physical possession of the book was similarly 

strong, and she was adamant that she would not use a Kindle, as it was the very act of 

holding the book itself that was important to her. Although Karen shared the same 

view, later in the interview she reflected that she would sometimes read via an app on 

her phone and recognised this apparent contradiction.  

 

The participants’ stories showed clear links between their experiences as a readers and 

English teachers.  They spoke convincingly of the power of fiction to transport the reader 

to another world, which although different resonated with their own. I explored earlier in 

Chapter 6, Listening to the Teachers’ Stories, how their experience as readers had 

informed and shaped them as teachers. Interestingly it was Tom who stated that being 

a reader was central to the role of being a teacher. He actively drew on his own reading 

to inform his teaching, using extracts from a wide range of fiction as the stimulus for 

creative writing activities. This enabled him to choose texts that he knew would interest 

and engage his students and allow them access to a wider range of literature. Later he 

wistfully commented that he would ‘love to teach Romeo and Juliet the way I like’. 
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Similarly, Karen and Claire’s experiences as a reader directly informed their role as an 

English teacher, with both seeing it as part of their responsibility to find opportunities to 

promote and share books with their students. For Karen this included opportunities to 

recommend books to students and parents, to encourage their reading for pleasure. She 

also reflected on how she had been trying to read more widely to deepen her contextual 

knowledge of the text:  

 
‘As I’m thinking about the context of things … I think I’m really interested in that; I want 

to know more about it.’ 

 
Although she was clearly interested in deepening her subject knowledge for herself, she 

also admitted to a secondary motive, to make sure she could contribute to discussions 

with colleagues in the department. I took the opportunity to remind her that her 

colleagues would no doubt have been in the same situation as her when they first joined 

the profession.  

  
Paradoxically, the desire to promote reading for pleasure in school was marginalised, 

in the view of the participants, by curriculum and assessment requirements. As a 

result, there was little room on the timetable for reading for pleasure.  At this point it is 

worth recalling that one of the main aims of the English curriculum is, ‘… to ensure that 

all students: develop the habit of reading widely and often, both for pleasure and for 

information’ (DfE, 2014). The requirement to ‘ensure’ that students ‘enjoy’ reading 

would appear to run counter to notions of teachers encouraging them to develop as 

independent readers.  

 
In the view of the participants this stated aim was aspirational, rather than the reality in 

school. For Tom in particular, reading for pleasure was ‘inherently at odds with the 

school curriculum’ and at worst he felt that some schools merely ‘paid lip service to 

this, claiming it [DEAR time] as part of their whole school reading policy’. Karen felt 

strongly that there was a limited choice of texts at GCSE, with some of the titles looking 

‘quite tired now, as some of them were books I studied at school’. Sadly Claire, with 

only the experience of her training year, felt that a firm emphasis on close textual 

analysis, when teaching literature, ‘takes the shine off it’. She also felt strongly that 

there should be time in the curriculum for reading for pleasure:  

 
‘Ideally yes it should, but realistically no … it’s a real concern among all [the teachers 

in] the English department.’   
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When reviewing the survey responses, I was particularly struck by the response from a 

male teacher, in his second year of teaching, concerning his own reading habits:   

 

‘Teaching has put me off reading during the week. Probably because now, I spend a 

good part of the day guiding students through different texts. In my own time, I now 

prefer watching a film or playing a game. I mostly read non-fiction during term time’.  

 
From my knowledge of him as a trainee, he was a bit of a perfectionist and put a great 

deal of effort into his planning; his other responses confirmed that he was still reading 

widely although this tended to take place mainly during the school holidays (Field 

notes, 21.7.2017). From my own experience this is a view shared by the vast majority 

of English teachers, who look forward to being able to read for themselves during the 

holidays. In my case, I would always set time aside to read on the first day of the 

school holiday and I would look forward in anticipation to getting ‘lost in a book’. 

 

Tom felt that professionally, despite the inevitable workload, it was important for 

English teachers to be active readers to maintain their subject knowledge. Similarly, 

Karen maintained her reading habit, although she admitted that this proved difficult at 

times,   

 

‘I try and read every day … but now it sort of feels like a guilty pleasure, even though 

now I’m working to with it … and I can justify anything really to do with it. But it just feels 

like it comes when everything else is done.’  

 

The teachers’ views raise some interesting questions about how far the aspirations 

stated in the curriculum aims can realistically be met, particularly given the demands of 

the current knowledge-based curriculum. English departments, more than most, face 

closer scrutiny as a core subject in relation to assessment outcomes. It is to be hoped 

that the Early Career Framework (ECF), introduced in September 2021, will provide 

subject specific training for new teachers to the profession.  

 

Looking Back on My Journey 
 
The teachers’ stories strongly resonate with my experiences, for I too have strong 

memories of reading as a child. This was something which was fostered by my mother 

and has given me a life-long love of reading. It was only years later, when I had already 

been teaching for a few years, that she told me that she too had originally wanted to be 
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an English teacher after leaving school. Although she told her parents that she had 

changed her mind, it was in reality because she knew that the cost of training would 

have been prohibitively expensive for them after the Second World War.  Typically, she 

decided not to mention this to me when I was embarking on my career; I was proud of 

her years later when she gained her A-Level in English Literature.  

 

Memories of reading fiction are mostly drawn from secondary school experiences, and 

I was fortunate to have two teachers in particular who made books come alive in the 

classroom. When I became a teacher, I took every opportunity to promote reading 

outside the formal curriculum, organising Book Week, competitions, information 

meetings for parents, and inviting authors into school. I have also lived through the 

different incarnations of the National Curriculum, and the annual publication of the 

‘prescribed list’ of approved pre-1900 (later changed to pre-1914) texts. It always 

puzzled me that no lists of texts after these dates were provided, although arguably in 

most schools today the GCSE set texts form the reading curriculum at Key Stage 4 – 

which was not the original aim.  

 
My view of Teachers as Readers being reciprocal to Readers as Teachers is one that 

others share. My own experience and discussions with colleagues over the years have 

confirmed that I am not alone in holding this view:  

 

‘Interesting chat with Emma (Head of English at X school) about her early experiences 

as a reader – loved escaping into the world of a book. Thinks this was the start of her 

love of English and wants to pass her love of books onto her students.’ (Field notes, 

17.4.20).  

 

‘A departmental colleague once told me that his wife thought he had too many books at 

home – they were in every room! He’d agreed to get rid of some to the charity shop, 

and then proceeded to ‘sneak in’ any new books and quickly find them a place on a 

bookshelf. Told me that books ‘weren’t a luxury, they’re a necessity – for me and for 

teaching.’ I remember one summer he planned their summer holiday in Upstate New 

York around visiting the numerous book barns out there.’ (Field notes, 10.12.20).  

 

Moving from school into teacher training at the local university was something I had not 

intended or anticipated, although it was something that I had fleetingly mused would be 

interesting. I thought the process of interviewing potential recruits into the profession 

would provide me with a greater insight into why people wanted to become teachers. In 
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Chapter Two, Stories Have Made Me, I note that when asking this question during an 

interview, the invariable answer was ‘because I love reading’. Like Goodwyn, (1993) I 

speculated that this answer was proffered in anticipation that it was either the ‘right’ 

answer, or the most easily available answer to hand.  

 

Taking a more holistic approach the participants discussed the value of including more 

creative approaches to studying texts and took every opportunity to foster and encourage 

reading. Thus, overall, there is definite evidence of a reciprocal relationship between 

reading for pleasure and teaching. Participants’ stories clearly indicated that the joy of 

reading started in childhood and, despite little recollection of reading at school, they went 

on to become English teachers.  

 

My research journey has caused me to revisit my initial decision not to consider other 

types of narrative (Chapter 1), particularly as I referenced the travel writer, Bruce 

Chatwin, at the start of this thesis. Arguably other travel writers too, such as Colin 

Thubron, have the ability to transport the reader to another place through the quality of 

their writing. However, my study has allowed me to reassess the unique nature of 

fiction, and its ability to create an emotional response in the reader, which I was later 

able to explore further by listening to the teachers’ stories.   

 

By undertaking this study, I have also been able to deepen my own understanding of 

reading and draw on my research in work with trainees and mentors. For example, 

recently I supervised two trainees in their action research projects on the class novel, 

and the use of the ten-minute reading policy at the start of each lesson. Stories are 

central to my personal and professional life, for me the narrative is really important. 
Choosing narrative inquiry as my methodology therefore seemed particularly 

appropriate, with stories being both the subject of my research and the means of 

investigation.  

 

What the Research Tells Us …  
   … and How it Relates to What We Already think 
 
 
My doctoral journey has caused me to reflect more deeply on the place of reading in the 

lives of English teachers and consider how this has been shaped individually and 

professionally. 
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Through carrying out this research I have made a contribution to the knowledge gap 

identified in the literature on policy and the act of reading in relation to teachers of English 

and now discuss, in narrative fashion, the elements of this contribution to knowledge 

examining the reflections of the teachers themselves in relation to the published work of 

others  

 

My research has explored and identified some of the enduring qualities that can be 

found in reading for pleasure. Indeed, there remains much to be positive about, with 

recent research by the Reading Agency (2020) highlighting increased rates of reading 

during the Covid-19 lockdown with ‘1 in 3 adults reading more, rising to almost one in 

two (45%) 18-24-year-olds.  

 

My research findings align with the key themes from my literature review and confirm 

the importance of stories through the narrative accounts of three early career teachers 

and my own experience. In Chapter 1, I reflected on the use of storytelling to make 

sense of the world, drawing on Chatwin’s (1987) exploration of the ‘dream tracks’ 

created by words and music, with the re-telling of stories creating a unique map of an 

individual’s reading history. However, even active readers may not always be aware of 

their own reading history. Karen remarked that she hadn’t ever considered her own 

journey as a reader before becoming involved in this study, although the data 

demonstrated that she had clearly recalled fragmented elements without stopping to 

reflect on the journey as a whole. 

 
The choice of narrative inquiry enabled me to explore the commonality of sociality 

(Connelly and Clandinin, 2006) and gain an understanding of my inquiry relationship 

with participants. Listening to the teachers’ stories (Chapter 6) also provided an 

opportunity to consider the place of reading in the school curriculum, at policy and 

practitioner level. For the participants in this study the personal and professional lives 

of a reader is blurred and inevitably integrated. As Tom noted ‘my reading for pleasure 

and being a good teacher are inherently linked’ (Chapter 6).  

 
 
We Live Storied Lives  
   
I began my doctoral journey thinking instinctively that the telling and re-telling of stories 

was a primary need for us as individuals. This is no less true for teachers and trainee 

teachers, as teaching is a ‘complex social event’ (Carter 1993, p.7) and ‘classrooms 

are places where stories are told’ (Gudmundsdottir (1991, p207). Rothenberg (1994) 
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noted the importance of teachers’ own memories of school in professional 

development and their understanding of teaching and learning. As individuals we are 

surrounded by stories (Bolton, 2006), which have the capacity to influence and shape 

our lives (Witherell & Noddings, 1991). Stories provide the means of processing the 

knowledge and experiences that a teacher acquires, both personally and professionally 

through the process of reflective practice (Bolton, 2014). These qualities emerged 

through my review of the literature, which highlighted how teachers use stories to make 

sense of their experiences in the classroom (Elbaz, 1991, Carter, 1993) which ‘enables 

us to make illuminative sense of where we are in our own practice.’ (Bolton, 2014, p.1).  

 

The narrative form provides an identifiable structure, which is a useful way of dealing 

with events and challenging situations. Gudmundsdottir (1991) argued that 

experienced teachers use stories as a framework to organise and explore difficult 

subjects, as their practice evolves. This process was also evident in the participants’ 

stories, which were integral to their developing professional identity as English 

teachers. Teachers use stories in a range of situations.  Carter (1993) for example, 

highlighted the value of stories in teaching, and teacher education, as a means of 

knowing and understanding which goes beyond ‘a simple rhetorical device for 

expressing sentiment’ (p.5). Rather stories provide the opportunity to explore more 

complex ideas and develop understanding. This is one of the reasons that narrative 

inquiry often appeals to teachers and teacher educators (Clandinin et al, 2007) and in 

part explains my motivation to present my thesis in the way that I have.  

 

Indeed, Elbaz (1991) called stories the ‘very stuff of teaching, the landscape within 

which we live as teachers and researcher’ (p.3) and schools provide a rich tapestry of 

stories (Bolton, 2006) told and re-told by teachers and students alike. Stories allow 

teachers to develop relationships with students (Noddings,1996) and facilitate learning. 

The process of recounting a classroom event to a colleague can be cathartic for the 

trainee and novice teacher, who does not have the benefit of previous experience to 

draw on. Claire reflected on a lesson with a challenging class early in her training, and 

reflected on how she had developed her teaching resilience with the support of her 

mentor. It is therefore critical as Noddings (1991) noted, that ‘stories should not be 

construed as time-out from the serious business of teaching (p.1). This makes it even 

more important to ensure that there is space for stories during the training year, so that 

trainee teachers can reflect and learn ‘to inquire into their knowledge and learn to 

sustain themselves as teachers’ (Schaefer, Downey, & Clandinin 2014, p.19).  
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In my experience, all teachers have a wealth of stories about life in school: some 

undoubtedly told to survive but many amusing (Witherell & Noddings, 1991) and 

entertaining. Even as adults many of us remember stories from our school days. Myths 

about what will happen on the first day at secondary school, such as having one’s head 

flushed down the toilet, (Delamont, 1989) continue to this day. Listening to the 

participants’ stories highlighted the value of the personal narrative in creating an 

individual’s identity (Reissman, 2008, 2011) which in the case of my study is reflected 

in their dual role of readers and teachers of reading.  

 

A number of studies demonstrate the importance of stories as a means of capturing 

attitudes to educational initiatives in schools. For example, Gough and Shapley (2005) 

used action research to explore teachers’ and pupils’ stories of the implementation of a 

new Science curriculum in schools in south-east Australia, recognising that not all 

primary teachers felt confident about their subject knowledge. Their stories were drawn 

from journals, observations and interviews, and their findings used to inform 

subsequent changes to curriculum delivery. Schaefer et al (2012) explored 

professional knowledge and identity, through the stories of pre-service teachers. They 

concluded, like McLean (2012) that teachers’ professional development is significantly 

influenced by reflecting on their own work and sharing personal stories informally 

 

Schaefer, Downey, and Clandinin’s (2014) two-year study explored the use of stories 

to develop personal and professional knowledge to mitigate early career teacher 

attrition. It remains to be seen if the recent introduction of the Early Career Framework 

(www.gov.co.uk, 2021) will address these concerns and shifts the focus away from the 

view that ‘We need to skill them up quickly’ (Schaefer, Downey &Clandinin. p.150), to 

one which encourages them to learn from their lived experiences in school. Story-

telling offers a way of processing negative thoughts and finding solutions with the 

support of more experienced colleagues.  

 

More recently, Kim et al’s (2021) longitudinal study explored the stories of 24 primary 

and secondary teachers’ experiences of school closures and Covid-19 lockdown in 

2020. Teachers were invited to explore their uncertainty and anxiety at this challenging 

time, and their stories served a therapeutic purpose highlighting how their stress levels 

were exacerbated by the lack of clear guidance from government. As social 

constructivists argue, individuals are programmed to make sense of their world 

(Creswell, 2013) and continuously narrate their lives, revisiting ‘narrative fragments’ 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Although my data collection took place before the global 
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pandemic, my research highlights the value of revisiting ‘narrative fragments’ of our 

personal and professional lives to enable us to progress.  

 

In my experience stories serve a similar purpose for English trainee teachers and help 

them make sense of the culture they encounter in their placement schools, as well as 

their emerging identity as a teacher. Characteristically such stories often relate to their 

perceived self-confidence in relation to behaviour management and their subject 

knowledge. This is something I have noted in trainees who have English degrees, as 

well as those who enter the profession through more diverse degree routes. Dart and 

Drake (1996) reported a mismatch between trainees’ pre-course expectations and their 

mentors’ perception of the subject, which is often influenced by curriculum and syllabus 

content. In this situation they noted that trainees were likely to fall back on their own 

experience as learners ‘culminating at worst in an intrinsically espoused love of it’. 

(p.23) This might account for some of the conclusions Cremin et al (2008) drew from 

their research into the reading habits of primary teachers, where the recurrence of just 

a few names of children’s authors was in contrast to the wide range of children’s books 

available. 

 

Even for trainee English teachers one cannot assume that they share the same subject 

knowledge content with the increased range of higher education courses, particularly 

as there is no longer a statutory requirement for ‘secondary trainee teachers to have a 

degree in a specified subject’ (www. gov.uk, 2021). However, trainees do need to 

demonstrate that they meet the requisite subject knowledge to meet Standard 3 of the 

Teachers’ Standards’ (DfE, 2021) to be recommended for QTS. However, in my study 

it was evident that Tom had been able to use elements of his media degree, such as 

notions of text, audience and purpose, to develop his English subject knowledge for 

teaching.  

 

The participants had vivid memories of their early experiences of teaching English, with 

Claire reflecting on feeling rather intimidated by some colleagues who had ‘over 

ambitious expectations’ of her subject knowledge. Both Claire and Karen had been 

able to draw on their degree courses to some extent, but saw few opportunities to 

develop their knowledge of fiction texts except through their own reading.  Tom spoke 

movingly of how he had worked to develop his knowledge of texts, as his degree was 

only partly concerned with fiction texts. There are limited opportunities for English 

teachers to develop a knowledge of contemporary fiction (Cliff Hodges, 2010, 2016), 

particularly anything aimed at young adults which they could share with their students.  
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Analysis of the stories confirmed the strength and importance of an individual’s 

narrative identity as a reader, and teacher of reading. All the participants had strong 

recall about their reading journey, and the process of revisiting and recounting specific 

instances often served as a means to access other memories. This was particularly 

evident at one point in my discussions with Claire, where she recognised she was 

talking about an event in her early life that she had thought she had forgotten about. 

Each story was unique and contained a strong narrative thread, formed from childhood 

memories of reading, and shaped the participants’ attitudes to reading as an adult.  

 

Narratives served to illustrate the importance of stories in the teachers’ professional 

lives, both consciously and unconsciously. Ricoeur (1991) identified the importance of 

‘self-narration’ and recounting an event, as part of an individual’s ability to renew their 

narrative in the light of subsequent experience and interaction with others. This is 

something I noted in my discussion with the participants when talking about classroom 

practice. For example, both Karen and Claire recounted their experience of ‘round 

robin’ whole class reading as a child, and the anxiety this created. Their experience 

enabled them to empathise with less confident readers in their classes, and consider 

other ways that they could support and encourage them to read. The participants’ 

stories confirmed to me the importance of English teachers’ own reading history, which 

Boggs and Golden (2009) explored in their study on pre-service teachers’ literacy 

memories.  

 

Discussions with the teachers also highlighted how teachers’ view of teaching reading 

was shaped by their reading history and memories. On the whole these were 

overwhelmingly positive experiences, although the over-use of comprehensions and 

reading schemes (Millard, 1987, Roe & Vukelich, 1998) led Karen and Claire to 

question their value, drawing on their own experiences of quickly being bored by the 

texts and comprehension questions. Nevertheless, both placed importance of reading 

aloud to their students and Karen reflected on how this had enabled less confident 

readers to access more challenging texts such as Jekyll and Hyde, which they would 

not otherwise have tackled on their own.   

 

English teachers’ lives and their professional identities are inextricably linked through 

stories, and further shaped by their interaction with students and experiences in 

school. Knowledge is therefore constructed through classroom talk and curricula 

activities, and fiction has the unique ability to shine a light on the human condition and 

open doors to new and different worlds. This study does not suggest that there is 
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anything unusual or unique about the teacher participants, or that the decision to 

include them in this study was in any way significant.  Goodwyn (2008) noted in his 

study on English teachers’ identities that it would be simplistic to suggest that the views 

of participants mirror those of colleagues in the profession. Rather, this study has 

allowed me to draw some key conclusions which may, or may not, resonate with other 

English teachers.  

 
 
Attitudes Toward Reading Are Shaped in a Reader’s Formative Years  
 
Stories hold a central place in individuals’ lives, and this study highlights the value 

placed on the reading of fiction. The power of fiction to create an emotional response 

was also evident in the teachers’ stories, with most noticeably early memories of 

reading books for pleasure (Clandinin’s time commonality) vividly recalled.  

 

Their stories shared some significant areas of similarity, which also resonated with my 

own experiences. These included a significant adult (Clandinin’s sociality commonality) 

who encouraged their love of books and reading: for Tom this was his next-door 

neighbour, for Karen her mother, and Claire her aunt. The emotional connection to 

place (Clandinin’s place commonality) was another common feature of all the stories in 

relation to the formative years of reading, and included the local library, reading in 

bed, and the school classroom. In each case these had created positive reading 

memories, with participants using words such as ‘relaxing’, ‘pleasure’ and ‘enjoyment’ 

to convey the emotional responses they experienced. Their responses confirmed the 

significance of Clandinin’s three ‘commonplaces’ (Clandinin, 2013) and proved central 

to my narrative inquiry.   

 

Tom had strong memories of his father buying him Star Wars comics as a treat, which 

strengthened his love of reading, and being ‘fascinated with the universe’ (Chapter 6). 

Although this may reflect more stereotypical views of boys’ reading (Sokal et al 2005, 

Goodman 2013,) the use of new technologies offers many opportunities to engage 

readers with a greater range of texts (Short, 2018).  

 

Claire fondly remembered occasions when her aunt would give her a book as a 

present, or she was allowed to choose one when shopping. Both Claire and Karen had 

enjoyed the experience of buying a book of their chose, with book tokens they had 

received, or pocket money saved. Re-reading a book as a child was something all the 

participants enjoyed, as recalled by Claire who described this a being ‘comforting … it 
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takes you back to the initial pleasure’ (Chapter 6). All three participants had distinct 

memories of the experience of using reading schemes finding the stories generally dry 

and unappealing, which may have been the reason why they read so much at home. 

This possibly explains Claire’s comment that ‘most of my inspiration to read came from 

outside school’. Whilst such schemes had their place the emphasis on written 

comprehension did little to encourage reading for pleasure, or recognise children’s 

reading interests (Thorogood, 2020)  

 

Initially I hadn’t anticipated the importance of sensory memory in the teachers’ 

discussions, which were conveyed in the recall of specific details: the design of a book 

cover, or the sensory experience (Maund,1976) of physically turning the textured page 

of a book and recalling its smell. All were able to recall the design and colour of the 

front covers of certain books, with Karen and Claire also remembering the smell and 

touch of the books themselves. Tom enjoyed the quest of the ‘choose your own 

adventure’ stories, with the development of the plot decided by the reader’s decisions 

at key events in the narrative. I too recalled the embossed cover of my childhood copy 

of the stories of Hans Christian Anderson, as well as Rackham’s illustrations in Wind in 

the Willows and Tenniel’s depictions of the characters and scenes in Alice in 

Wonderland and Alice through the Looking Glass’. These came to life in my 

imagination as I read or listened to the story. Tom in particular remembered a book of 

illustrated bible stories that his neighbour read to him, and how he had enjoyed talking 

about the pictures as much as the stories themselves.   

 

Keen readers recognise the importance of possessing a physical copy of the book 

often claiming, like the novelist Susan Hill (2009), that this starts from an early age. 

Despite the advent of e-readers the popularity of well-produced books can be seen in 

the numerous specialist booksellers advertising online and publishers such as the Folio 

Society who produce beautifully crafted editions for ardent bibliophiles. By contrast my 

discussion with Karen revealed her preference for second-hand books, imaging who 

their previous readers might be, preferring these copies to the pristine versions of the 

text.  
 
 
Reading Engenders Strong Feelings of Empathy  
 
High quality fiction creates a strong personal connection with the reader, but the 

process of reading is a reciprocal one which demands their attention. In Chapter 4, I 

considered how the reader’s role in creating meaning shifted from one of passive to 
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active participant with the development of the transactional reader response theory 

(Rosenblatt,1938,1982) and Theory of Mind (Zunshine, 2006). More recent research 

has focused on exploring the psychology of reading fiction, investigating how fiction 

enables the reader enter the lived experience of someone else (Oatley, 2012). This is 

something I recognised from my own reading of texts as diverse as Crime and 

Punishment (Dostoyevsky, 1866), Woman at Point Zero (El Sadawi, 1975) and Where 

the Crawdads Sing (Owens, 2019) where unusually the story is told through the eyes 

of a young child.  

 

Research into the psychology of reading fiction is relatively new, with considerable 

work in this area undertaken by Oatley and his colleagues at the University of Toronto. 

Oatley, a psychologist and novelist, views reading not simply as meaning conveyed 

through the author’s words but the experiences and emotions that this evokes in the 

reader (Oatley, 1999, 2011, 2012, 2016,). Mar, one of his colleagues, explored how 

reading fiction makes us more empathetic (2009, 2011, 2014) and in one study (2011) 

found that the ‘mentalizing’ network of the brain that we use to ‘infer the mental state of 

others’ is activated during narrative comprehension. Oatley and Mar argue that fiction 

literature, and in particular stories, model social life and provide ‘a deep and immersive 

social interaction’ (2008, p.1) for the reader. This view was reminiscent of Tom’s 

discussion of reading magical realism, where the story is grounded in the real world 

with the additional of fantastical elements.  

 

Readers often create their own narrative by ‘simulating’ the story in their mind (Oatley 

2009, 2011, 2012, 2016, Mar & Oatley, 2008, 2009), and this was evident from the 

teachers’ stories and their discussion of assuming the role of main protagonist or 

omniscient observer.  This process allows the reader to feel absorbed in the story and 

be ‘transported’ to other worlds, which may well be outside their normal everyday   life. 

The process of ‘absorption’ (Mar & Oatley, 2008) was also evident in the teachers’ 

stories, for example in Claire’s discussion of how reading Purple Hibiscus had given 

her an insight into life in post-colonial Nigeria which she couldn’t have obtained any 

other way. Reading fiction, she felt, was a ‘safe way of kids understanding that there 

are places in the world where things happen … but through the literature they can kind 

of see what’s going on in other kids lives and not their own’.   

 

Tom’s interest in comics and graphic novels as a child had been extended to 

encompass magical realism as an adult, and he had even found ways of including 

extracts from some of Murakami’s stories in his lessons. Whilst for Karen selecting 
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stories as an adult often provided an escape into another world, which might be the 

fictitious world of Regency England, as depicted by Jane Austen, or those of 

contemporary writers. Claire spoke of her experience of teaching Of Mice and Men 

(Steinbeck, 1937) which provided students with an insight into life in the United States 

during the Great Depression. I know from my own experience that the portrayal of 

Lennie and George in particular is a powerful means of allowing today’s students to 

access this time in history.  

 

From my experience some people have an almost hierarchical view of reading 

(Appleyard, 1991) and are almost apologetic about reading what they perceive to be 

‘trashy’ fiction. However, as Appleyard noted, few readers apologise for being 

absorbed in the works of ‘Proust or Saul Bellow’ (1991, p.165). This distinction may be 

the result of what is perceived to be ‘good’ or ‘worthy’ literature, which is possibly the 

result of an individual’s reading experience at school. In my view this ignores the 

importance of motivation, which is often directly linked to our emotional response and 

engagement with characters and their situations. If reading is a pleasurable activity 

there should surely be space for both (Jacobs, 2011) in our lives: Karen definitely 

enjoys both, even if the ‘lesser’ books were deemed holiday reading.  

 

In Chapter 2, I explored how my understanding of the reading process was enhanced 

through my own reading, and in particular research by Oatley (1999, 2011), Nell 

(1990), and Schutte & Malouff, (2006). Oatley (1999) contests that fiction reading not 

only provides pleasure and enjoyment, but gives the reader the unique experience of 

being a different person in circumstances that might not otherwise be possible. He 

conducted a study where participants were given the same story in two forms: first in 

its original form as fiction, and the second a retelling of the story written in the style of 

non-fiction. They concluded that participants who read fiction reported change in their 

personality traits and they reported feeling higher levels of emotion, compared to those 

who had read the non-fiction version of the story. Bal and Veltkamp (2013) also 

investigated readers’ responses to fiction and non-fiction narratives, noting higher 

levels of empathy amongst fiction readers.  

 

Deeper absorption takes place when we empathise with fictional characters (Oatley 

and Mar, (2008, 2009, Green & Brock, 2000, Zunshine 2006), a point particularly 

relevant to teachers of English when considering their choice of texts (Richards, 2014). 

However, the move to a more centralised curriculum arguably has limited teachers’ 

autonomy when selecting fiction for their own classes. Claire had already seen from 
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her limited experience as a teacher ‘the power books have to deal with everyday 

themes and issues, which are relevant to students’, but was saddened that there were 

limited opportunities for some students to experience reading outside the curriculum. I 

have already referred to the unintended consequences of English curricula that are 

focused on GCSE tests from Year 7, and the missed opportunities to provide a more 

balanced reading repertoire.  

 

The power of fiction to create an emotional response was also evident in the teachers’ 

stories, with most noticeably early memories of reading books for pleasure vividly 

recalled. At this age reading was characterised by a strong attachment to plot and Tom 

reflected on how he had felt part of the bible stories that were read to him. This may 

have been due to the accompanying pictures, which he used to enjoy retelling. Young 

readers are egocentric, so have difficulty keeping themselves out of the stories they tell 

(Appleyard, 1991). The teachers’ stories shared some notable areas of similarity, which 

also resonated with my own experiences. These included a significant adult 

(Appleyard, 1991) who encouraged their love of books and reading: for Tom this was 

his next door neighbour, for Karen her mother, and Claire her aunt. Many of their 

memories were associated with a particular place to read, where they felt ‘comfortable’ 

and ‘relaxed’, including reading at home and the local library. I hadn’t anticipated the 

importance of sensory memory in creating an emotional response in the participants, 

and recognise that Clandinin’s structures of sociality and place are imbued with 

emotional significance in this study. 

 

More recent research has built on the idea that reading literature can foster empathy in 

the reader (Oatley, 2011, 2016; Zunshine, 2006), as discussed in Chapter 4 Pedagogy 

and Practice. Neuroscientists have discovered that reading improves brain function 

(Bergland, 2014) making links between the active and cognitive aspects of our minds. 

Krznaric (2014) agreed that ‘there is abundant evidence that fiction can have life-

changing effects on readers’ (p.152), citing public response to novels such as Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin and Oliver Twist which contributed to the debates about slavery and the 

workhouse system. Although his study on empathy is not directly related to education, 

he drew on novels that have the ability to expand the reader’s empathetic response 

such as What I Did, which is narrated by a six-year-old boy. Wright (2019) also 

explores the value of reading literature to make sense of a somewhat chaotic world, 

with fiction enabling the reader to see events through other people’s lives and develop 

sympathetic insight. Thus, fiction enables us as readers to know ourselves and the 

world better, as Tom noted when reflecting on his own reading history.  
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The very act of considering something from another person’s perspective interconnects 

the active and cognitive aspects of our minds. Junker and Jacquemin (2017) view 

empathy as a response that interconnects affective and cognitive aspects, with the act 

of considering something from another person’s perspective. Their research focused 

on the use of literature as stimulus for perspective-taking activities in the classroom, 

such as re-writing a scene from another character’s point of view. Karen recounted 

how she had used such approaches when planning reading and writing activities based 

on class readers such as Stone Cold. Such an approach, suggest Junker and 

Jacquemin (2017) helps foster opportunities for students to develop an empathetic 

response towards character. Although their research was concerned with 

comprehension writing, more narrative-focused written tasks could prove an interesting 

alternative approach.  

 

Edgar (2020) also promotes the use of literature to encourage students to empathise 

with characters, which she suggests is one of the most likely ways of engaging them in 

reading. Like Groenke and colleagues (2010), Edgar advocates the use of fiction to 

explore controversial subjects and heighten students’ awareness of global issues. This 

was a feature of reading fiction noted by all three participants, with Karen and Claire in 

particular discussing the potential for high quality young adult fiction providing 

opportunities for students to explore sensitive themes within the context of the story.  

 

Fiction’s ability to engender empathy in the reader was clearly articulated in the teachers’ 

stories, in Chapter 6 Listening to the Teachers’ Stories and is something I have 

discussed throughout this study. This is an aspect of pedagogy which would benefit from 

further exploration, particularly given the increased focus on mental health (Corcoran & 

Oatley, 2019) and the implications for students’ well-being after more than two years of 

learning in the ‘Covid classroom’.  

 
 
Tension Between Reading for Pleasure, and the Demands of the Curriculum  
 
The participants show a clear understanding of the value of reading for pleasure and 

adopted a range of approaches to promote books and reading with their students. In 

my study this vision was shaped and fashioned by earlier experiences, and the 

encouragement of key adults such as family members and English teachers in 

secondary school. Indeed, Claire commented that even if reading for pleasure 

hadn’t been explicitly mentioned in the National Curriculum ‘I would want to even 

if it didn’t’. When we read a book, particularly fiction, we can become consumed 
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by its characters and plot and driven to read further. The relationship between 

the author and the reader enables us to inhabit their created world, or as Mantel 

(2010) notes ‘live inside’ this, often not wanting to leave. The inter-textual nature 

of the novel also provides an insight into other areas of the curriculum, such as 

the First World War (All Quiet on the Western Front) and child refugees in Syria 

(The Boy at the Back of the Class) and Victorian London (Oliver Twist). The 

social aspect of reading allows important themes and issues to be discussed, and 

students experience being part of this shared conversation.  

 

Of course, it cannot be assumed that all English teachers actively promote a love 

of reading in their lessons, with some preferring to focus on developing reading 

skills (Camp, 2007). If the teacher is unenthusiastic they cannot effectively 

promote a love of reading’ (Applegate & Applegate, 2004 p.561) or model reading 

for pleasure.  From my experience the vast majority of English teachers want to 

foster students’ love of reading for pleasure but often feel constrained by the 

demands of the curriculum. Merga (2016) explored children’s book reading in a 

group of primary of schools in Western Australia, and reported that many children 

did not know if their teacher liked reading or not. Where teachers were active 

readers children reported their enthusiasm for books outside the class reader and 

many enjoyed the emotional connection created by the story being read aloud. 

Karen noted that ‘Classes like being read to’ although this was ‘frowned on by 

some teachers outside the subject’. She remembered teaching The Sign of Four 

(Conan Doyle, 1890) and described that they ‘loved it … I could tell by the way 

they were responding’.  

 

All participants referred to the value of having time to discuss the class reader during 

lesson time, although there were varied views on the place of reading aloud. 

Historically, reading aloud was often the main approach in literacy education 

(McGeown et al, 2015). Research in New Zealand (Fletcher et al, 2012) and America 

(Brice Heath 2012) suggested that regular reading aloud by the teacher increased 

student engagement. Pennac (2006) notes that listening to a text being read aloud by a 

‘good’ reader can provide a useful model and scaffolding for less confident readers. 

This is an area worthy of further research, with Warner and Crolla (2015) noting that it 

is valued by teachers, although they conclude that there is little understanding of how it 

works in practice. There is limited evidence to suggest the extent to which 

teachers model reading, with research indicating that although teachers endorse 

the value of doing this (Loh, 2009), which was indeed the case with the three 



 154 

participants who regarded this as part of their responsibility as an English 

teacher. To date trainee teachers have little if any formal training in reading 

aloud, selecting students to read or error correction: the implied assumption 

being that this is something that an English teacher can automatically do well.  

 

The teachers’ stories confirmed my own observations that opportunities for 

students to read independently in school have been marginalised by the 

demands of an assessment driven curriculum. Unless there is sufficient focus on 

teachers developing what Gambrell (2002) terms students’ ‘reading will’, even 

enthusiastic readers are likely to find it difficult to devote extended periods of 

time to time reading outside school. However, in practice this aspiration often 

proved challenging for the most ardent bibliophile with Claire bemoaning a ‘lack 

of space in the curriculum’. Karen noted the tension between the importance of 

promoting reading for pleasure and ‘getting things taught’ with little opportunity 

for students to read novels aimed at their age group. Similarly, Tom identified the 

responsibility, and possibly pressure, that English teachers feel to focus on 

assessment outcomes thus reducing opportunities for students to pursue their 

own reading interests.  

 

The participants admitted that they found it challenging to keep up to date with 

current fiction and make time to read for themselves, due to workload and 

assessment requirements. Reading for pleasure was seen as ‘an illicit pleasure’ 

(Tom) or ‘a guilty pleasure’ (Karen). All felt that time to read for pleasure was 

limited during term time, and Claire in particular felt frustrated that she wasn’t 

able to ‘practise what she preached’. They enjoyed reading new texts that they 

were planning to teach, and tended to prioritise lesson planning and marking over 

their own reading, resulting in holiday times providing the main opportunity to get 

‘lost in a book’. Their views resonate with my own experience and echo those of 

many former colleagues.  

 

Studying fiction in the secondary school provides a form of reading experience, with 

the dynamics of the reading classroom characterised by the practice of interspersing 

reading of the text with discussion and subsequently completion of the task (Mason 

and Giovanelli, 2021).  All three teachers looked for ways of introducing students 

to new texts, for example through personal recommendation and school book 

clubs. They showed a strong desire to find engaging approaches and activities that 

would encourage students to develop their own responses to stories. Claire recalled 
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planning activities where students were given a practical activity, such as designing a 

poster or leaflet, as a means of exploring an abstract concept. Karen talked about how 

she had used fiction to model writing, for example by exploring writers’ syntactical 

choices and the use of literary techniques to engage the reader.  

 

Both Karen and Tom recognised the potential of making greater use of multi-modal 

texts (Kress, 2010) for example reading interactive stories on e-readers. The 

introduction of e-books was met by mixed reactions with some viewing this as the 

demise of the printed book (Goodwyn, 2013), which has not been the case. However, 

finite resources mean such reading opportunities are not realistic in school although 

students may of course read on electronic devices at home. My conversation with Tom 

revealed his strong interest in using multi-modal texts to engage readers, which may 

reflect his confidence and understanding of the use of technology. Claire and Karen 

were initially ambivalent to the use of such devices, although Karen recognised that 

she would read fiction on her phone when away from home.  

     

In recent years schools have struggled with an overburdened curriculum (Polesel, Rice 

& Duffer, 2014) with an emphasis on measurable outcomes. This leaves little time and 

place for activities such as reading for pleasure, whose outcomes are longer-term and 

difficult to quantify. Tom recognised the tension between teachers wanting to teach a 

range of engaging and interesting texts but paradoxically finding themselves ‘having to 

spend a disproportionate time on teaching a narrow range of skills. In Chapter 2 I 

discussed how reading policy was often viewed as ‘literacy’, and consequently 

classroom teaching may be concerned with the acquisition of literacy skills at the 

expense of reading for pleasure. Guthrie et al (2000) note that as a result limited 

attention is given to developing students’ intrinsic motivation to read. This trend is also 

evident in the English curricula in the United States where the introduction of the 

Common Core in 2010 placed greater emphasis on reading for information purposes. 

 

The focus on whole school literacy strategies, or programmes, is not new and can be 

traced back to the systems such as ‘Payment By Results’ which was introduced in the 

1860s (educationengland.org). However, my research suggests that the effectiveness 

of whole school initiatives such as DEAR (Drop Everything And Read) time and ERIC 

(Everyone a Reader In Class) is variable, particularly where the teacher is the one 

person who is not engaged in reading during this time. This is something that Tom in 

particular commented on in his story, feeling that this was given insufficient time and 

status in the curriculum. Although no doubt well intended, from my experience few 
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schools have evaluated the impact of such initiatives on students’ interest in reading. 

Bolaños et al’s (2013) research explores similar schemes introduced in United States 

schools, and questions the basic premise of using silent reading as a means to 

develop reading fluency. Adams and Osborn (1990) concluded that ‘if we want children 

to read well, then we must find a way to induce them to read a lot’ (p.5).  
 

Claire felt that a similar scheme used in her school didn't work in practice as the same 

students invariably forgot to bring their own book and ended up reading a book from 

the class book box, ‘and they never really progressed beyond it … you could see it was 

kind of ‘my face’s in the book, my head’s elsewhere’. Karen had experienced the use of 

DEAR time during her training, and like Claire was unsure how effective this was in 

developing reading or students’ interest in reading. From my experience visiting 

schools, students’ own reading is rarely monitored, so it would be possible for a 

student to be ‘reading’ the same book for weeks on end.  At worst it is effectively used 

as a behaviour management tool, and I have heard some staff refer to its use as 

‘settling’ time. In my view, English teachers cannot be entirely responsible for 

ensuring that every child in their class enjoys reading, but the experience outside 

school should not be ignored.  

 

I believe that it is important that English teachers avoid imposing a particular view of a 

text, which limits opportunities for an individual to respond to a text. Trainees’ views of 

English teaching and their professional identify are formed by their early experiences in 

school. This means that the views of the department, and in particular their mentor, will 

shape their view of teaching reading in the future. 

 
If students’ experience of reading is defined by prose works on the GCSE syllabus, this 

will give them a particular view of fiction. From my experience little genuine attention has 

been given to considering the nature of ‘literature’, given recent and rapid changes to 

policy and curriculum design. The current model is predicated on texts which are 

regarded as at least ‘classic’, if not drawn from the literary cannon, which effectively 

labels anything else as not being sufficiently worthy of study. This position ignores good 

contemporary fiction that many young people read independently, but do not associate 

with their experience of reading in school. This view was reflected in Claire and Karen’s 

stories in particular, as they recounted how they had sought books that would appeal to 

their students, such as Blade Runner and City of Bones. This highlights the importance 

of teachers understanding students’ experience of reading, particularly for less confident 

or experienced readers.  
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A report by Penguin and the Runnymede Trust in June 2021 (Elliot et al, 2021) was the 

culmination of a two-year project on reading in schools. It notes that ‘fewer than 1% of 

students study a book by a writer of colour’, and the project team have developed 

approaches to support schools to make reading more inclusive. In a foreword to the 

Report, the author, Bernadine Evaristo, aptly sums up the place of literature in schools:  

 
‘Literature is a curator of our imaginations, and schools are the caretakers of our young 

people’s education’ (Evaristo, in Elliott et al, 2021)  

 
English teachers need to work within statutory curriculum guidelines, including teaching 

the specified set texts, and like Cliff-Hodges (2016) I believe that most find some time 

to introduce other texts to students. This was certainly the case for Tom in Chapter 6, 

Listening to the Teachers’ Stories, when he talked about choosing texts that will appeal 

to his students. If we, as teachers, want to know more about children’s reading we 

need to know more about why and what they read. However, this is not a new 

discovery: Bostwick et al (1940) investigated the reading habits of secondary students 

just after the Second World War and highlighted the importance of providing students 

with an ‘ample range of literature suitable for the given age’.  

 

Today’s National Curriculum (2014) requires that students are taught a wide range of 

fiction, but in reality, this is often limited to set texts from the examination syllabus. I 

know from my own experience of the attempts made by schools to promote reading for 

pleasure over the years, many endorsed by role model celebrities such as Marcus 

Rashford (2021), who has recently published a book for children based on stories from 

his own life. Reading for pleasure is the focus of the current English curriculum, but as 

Lockwood (2020) said, there remains an over-emphasis on reading skills at the 

expense of reading for pleasure. This is compounded in the secondary school, as 

noted by the English teachers, where it is all too easy for reading to become 

‘assessment orientated’. This tension was recognised by the English teachers, who 

had found ways to promote a love of reading and introduce students to a wider range 

of texts.  

 
 
Reflecting on Strengths and Limitations  
 
Originally, I had planned to focus on the experiences of trainee teachers on an HEI 

PGCE English course, as this is my area of practice and expertise. The Importance of 

Teaching: Schools White Paper (2010) marked a shift in ideology and policy regarding 

initial teacher training with the introduction of the School Direct route into teaching, 
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leading to the demise in HEI ITT courses. The decision to close teacher training at my 

institution, not long after this, forced me to rethink the focus of the study, particularly as 

the number of trainees had reduced dramatically by this point. This was a key 

consideration in adjusting my research design and broadening the scope of the study to 

include ex-trainees who were by then early career teachers. This decision enabled me 

to gather the views of a wider group of participants, through an online survey, and these 

responses later informed the questions in the interviews. Ultimately, I have been able to 

successfully complete my study, albeit with some minor changes to the research design.  

 
It could be argued that focusing on three participants was a limitation of my study, as 

opposed to what was originally planned. Admittedly I was unsure whether it would be 

when I embarked on the data collection stage of my research, although with hindsight 

this was because I had a ‘positivist’ mindset at the time. My concerns related to the 

credibility of the research design, and I questioned if the data would prove ‘valuable’. 

This view clearly reflected my own research naivety, and once I began to recognise the 

true nature and value of narrative inquiry, I realised that these concerns were not relevant 

when using this methodology.  

 

The experience of pursuing my research aims has shown me that an individual’s story is 

necessarily valuable, and not just to themselves. Being able to focus in detail on the 

different stories gave me a unique opportunity to gather rich and textured data and 

provided an insight into the personal and professional reading lives of some English 

teachers. Using a methodology other than narrative inquiry might well have limited my 

research, and I would not have been able to witness the power of the storyteller breathing 

life into their story.  

 

I was mindful of potential ethical concerns and took every step to mitigate these. In 

reality, changes to the study meant that participants had either completed the course 

or started their teaching career, so I had no influence or jurisdiction over them as 

teachers. I was aware that participants’ responses could be affected by their previous 

relationship with me as their course tutor, although I do not feel that this was the case. 

The study did not seek to explore the perspectives of trainees who struggled in the 

classroom, as I would have felt morally uncomfortable about creating additional work or 

taking them away from their training. In reality, my concerns were effectively addressed 

by the change of research design.  
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Whilst the research approaches I used would not be regarded as limiting, they did lead 

to a reduced range of data collected. Initially, I had planned to use questionnaires, 

teaching observations, trainees’ journals and my own field notes. The changes to the 

course again meant that most of these were not feasible options, although with hindsight 

I could have asked the three teachers I interviewed to note down their ideas in a 

notebook or blog. At the time I dismissed outright anything that would have created 

additional work for them, and I was not certain that keeping a journal would be 

sustainable over a period of time. On reflection, had I used these methods I would never 

have taken the decision to use narrative inquiry. Changes to the research design put 

the onus of data creation on me but still allowed me to explore individuals’ attitudes and 

perceptions albeit through a small-scale survey and semi-structured interviews with 

participants, whilst I recorded my own field notes.  

 

It might also be argued that the research would have been more robust if it had been 

conducted over a longer period of time, allowing the opportunity to analyse changes in 

the participants’ attitudes as a result of further teaching experience. This would have 

created a much larger study, and attitudes to reading may or may not have remained 

unchanged. But I would have like to have been able to see events unfold. It would have 

been interesting to arrange a follow-up interview with Claire, for example, to see how if 

her views had changed at the end of her NQT year.  

 
 
Appraising Myself as a Researcher 
 
First and foremost, I have been able to meet the original aims of the study and 

developed an understanding of the place of reading in early career teachers’ lives. I 

have managed to do this despite the changing circumstances in my professional life. 

The sudden loss of the PGCE course did cause me to question the value of continuing 

with this line of inquiry: as I did not have a course the following year, for a while the 

study appeared to be little more than an academic exercise. However, I persevered 

with the research, not knowing at that point that I would be approached by two other 

providers and asked to work on their ITT courses, and that in reality my experience of 

training teachers would continue without a break. 

 

Having been forced to re-think my research design and approach, as outlined 

elsewhere, I fully embraced Narrative Inquiry and was rewarded by finding it more 

appropriate than the earlier methodologies I had considered. I studied this approach 
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carefully and ensured that my research adhered to the three commonplaces – 

temporality, space and place – advocated by Clandinin and discussed in Chapter 5, 

Seeking a Credible Journey. The study acknowledges the importance of ‘temporal 

transition’ and values individual memories, current experience, and future intent. 

Similarly, this study is situated in the context of individual lives and the particulars of 

their role as English teachers. 

 

The process of undertaking this research has informed my own practice and encouraged 

me to discuss reading with trainees and colleagues in school. More recently I was able 

to share my newfound competence and support the two English trainees who 

investigated aspects of reading as part of an action research project. I feel that my own 

understanding of the reading process has developed, and with it a better understanding 

of the implications of recent policy change. As a result, I find myself giving further 

thought to reading fiction and agreeing with Frank’s view that stories come to life when 

they are retold. Although this sounds a truism, I had not anticipated how rich and powerful 

the stories would be until I heard them. The very act of listening focuses the interviewer’s 

attention on other characteristics of the individual: their body language, tone of voice, 

and importantly their emotional response. I do not think that I could have gained this 

insight without the explicit use of narrative. 

 
 
Suggestions for Future Research 
 
In the first chapter of my study, I provided a rationale for focusing on narrative fiction, 

as distinct from other narrative forms that are sometimes regarded as non-literary. 

However, I recognised the clear interconnection between some of these narrative 

forms as my research journey progressed and speculated that this is something that 

could be explored further.  

 
I explored stories about reading in the classroom in Chapter 2. This included the two 

literacy initiatives used by many schools as part of their whole school reading policy: 

DEAR (Drop Everything And Read) time, and ERIC (Everyone Reading In Class) time. 

Originally designed to promote reading for pleasure, they involve everyone reading for 

the first ten minutes (or similar) of the lesson. Their use has changed over time, with 

some schools only including the practice in English lessons as opposed to across the 

curriculum. One of my trainees was surprised to be advised by a colleague that this 

time was useful additional time for teachers to prepare their resources. Claire also 

questioned its use in Chapter 6, having seen the same students apparently ‘reading 
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the same books’ each week. Considering the allocation of time to such initiatives, it is 

surprising that few schools have actively evaluated their use. This is an aspect of 

practice that would benefit from further research, in order to determine its effectiveness 

in promoting reading for pleasure.  

 
In Chapter 3, I considered different views of ‘texts’, noting that a specific mention of multi-

modal texts was conspicuously absent in the current English curriculum. This is in 

contrast to the curriculum in countries such as Australia, which includes a specific focus 

on developing reading in relation to reading multi-modal texts. Addressing this, lies 

outside the scope of my study, but is pertinent to reading for pleasure in the twenty-first 

century. Further research into the use of multi-modal texts would be of interest to English 

practitioners across the age range.    

 

Chapter 4 was concerned with theories of reading and the place of reading in the formal 

curriculum. Given the more recent shift to a knowledge-based curriculum, I argue that 

further consideration should be given to teachers’ own subject knowledge, particularly in 

relation to new entrants into the profession. Further research that investigated 

pedagogical approaches to teaching fiction, which would benefit English teachers and 

trainees alike.   

 
In Chapter 5, I explored my reasons for choosing narrative inquiry as methodology. A 

narrative style of reflection lent itself to the exploration of developing professional 

practice, and I speculated on the use of different narrative styles. Further research that 

analyses the narrative of educational policy could provide a deeper understanding of 

some of the drivers for educational change.  

 
 
 
Recommendations for Policy and Practice  
    
From carrying out this study, I would like to make the following recommendations: 

 

• That students would benefit from having the opportunity to read a wider range of 

texts, including high quality young adult fiction and texts from different heritages, 

that might engage more of them as readers. This would provide them with a more 

inclusive and balanced view of reading and inject greater breadth into the English 

curriculum.   
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• That there would be a benefit from further research into the interconnection 

between the reader and the text from a teaching perspective, to help teachers 

achieve a deeper understanding of the reading process, beyond the skills of 

decoding. This would be of interest to trainee teachers, their mentors and English 

departments and inform discussions about teaching and learning. It might include 

small-scale action research in school, or between schools.  

 

• That there would be a benefit from further exploration of the use of texts as a 

stimulus in perspective-taking activities to develop empathy. My study of the 

literature around reading, backed up by comments like Clare’s that literature allows 

children to experience alternative but safe worlds, leads me to believe that this 

could benefit students’ social and emotional development and help them find their 

place in society. Such research would be of interest to teachers across the 

curriculum, particularly of subjects that tackle moral and ethical issues.  

 

• That schools could potentially benefit from reviewing and evaluating their whole 

school reading policy, to ensure that the routine use of DEAR (Drop Everything 

And Read) and ERIC (Everyone Reading In Class) activities to promote 

independent reading are effective. My research suggests that this is not always the 

case. 

 

• That policy makers ensure that trainees are given the support necessary to acquire 

subject knowledge. Given the clear benefits from reading demonstrated in this 

research, it appears important that all English teachers have a good knowledge of 

adult and children’s fiction but the imminent demise of the English Subject 

Knowledge Enhancement (SKE) course, puts this at risk.  I recommend the 

development of new initiatives to support trainees who will come into the 

profession without an English degree, prior to starting their training.   

 
And finally…. 
This teacher and reader (or reader and teacher?) can turn off her computer, tidy her 

desk, take a book of her choosing out into the garden and read it for pleasure! 
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