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difficulty with sounding out 
new words, and the other is 
struggling to comprehend 
the passage. I encourage 
students to read satirical 
articles on The Onion and to 
browse fashion, interviews 
and even celebrity gossip in 
magazines like Vogue and 
Vanity Fair. As my students 
already have some real 
world context around these 
articles, they feel more 
accessible in terms of 
comprehension; and the 
brevity helps, too, of course. 
I find they also include 
challenging enough 
vocabulary for my students 
to have to sound out and 
learn new words, as well 
as a variety of metaphors 
and similes, often for 
comic effect.”

Everything changes
Sue Wilkinson, of The 
Reading Agency, a charity 
which inspires people of all 
ages to read for pleasure and 
empowerment, agrees. “We 
believe everything changes 
when you read,” she says. 
“There is strong evidence 
that reading for pleasure 
can increase empathy, 
improve relationships with 
others and have a positive 
impact on wellbeing. But, 

our research shows people of 
all ages are more likely to 
see these benefits if they 
choose to read and enjoy 
doing so. So, we need to 
encourage young people to 
read the things they enjoy, 
in a way that suits them.”

Listen and learn
“Establishing a reading for 
pleasure environment is as 
much about developing 
confidence as it is about 
academic achievement,” 
confirms Kate Edwards, 
from the charity Seven 
Stories. “If a student has 
had a negative reading 
experience in the past, it is 
important to encourage 
them to read what genuinely 
interests them – a comic, a 
menu, a build-it manual – 
the point is it is a stepping 
stone to further reading. 
Linking books to interests is 
helpful, too – so get to know 
your students and make 
recommendations.”

For SEN students, the 
challenge can be even 
greater. “I am a huge 
proponent of listening to 
audiobooks,” insists Kamilah 
Hale. “For SEN students, we 
need to decide which skills 
we’re trying to build when 
encouraging them to read for 

pleasure – it can be 
overwhelming if we try to 
improve everything at once. 
Generally speaking, we 
want children to develop 
comprehension, learn how to 
use descriptive language, 
learn vocabulary, practise 
reading new words and 
improve spelling and 
grammar. Many of these 
aims can be achieved 
through listening to 
audiobooks. Switching 
between ‘reading with your 
eyes’ and ‘reading with your 
ears’ helps SEN students to 
enjoy a story more, so they 
can become less nervous 
when working on English  
in general.”

Finally, don’t rule out 
physical obstacles that could 
be making reading a 

FOUR QUICK IDEAS FOR YOUR SCHOOL:
•  Ask students what problem they want to solve (e.g. how 
to be respected, or how to find a boy/girlfriend), and hand 
them two books in which people tackle the issue in two 
different ways.

•  Create lunchtime book clubs for those who are shy or 
have friendship issues. Reading can give troubled teens a 
world into which they can escape. As writer Kirsten Rees, 
of Make Me A Success, observes, “I can wholeheartedly 
say from experience I would have gone to one – I was 
bullied and felt alone at times. Reading eventually led to 
me becoming a writer!”

•  The Reading Agency’s Reading Hack inspires students 
to read for pleasure by linking it with genuinely engaging  
youth-led projects, such as volunteering, event planning 
and creative activities.

• Teachers can become positive 'reading for pleasure' role 
models within the classroom by displaying signs which 
show what they are reading, and by being seen to enjoy 
books themselves.

struggle for some of your 
learners. “About 60% to 
80% of poor or reluctant 
readers have some kind of 
visual difficulty,” warns 
optician and behavioural 
optometrist Bhavin Shah, of 
Central Vision Opticians in 
London. “These children 
often slip through the net 
because underlying 
problems are not always 
detected at a routine sight 
test.” If you suspect this 
might be the case for one or 
more of your learners, it’s 
worth speaking with the 
parents or carers about 
consulting a behavioural 
optometrist who will have 
additional expertise in 
treating these specific 
issues, before they hinder 
the student's education.
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