Top of the League

Using Football to Encourage
Reading in Schools

by Tom Palmer

World Cup 2010

Spring and Summer 2010 present a brilliant opportunity to
tackle reluctant readers — because on 11 June football’s World
Cup finals begin in South Africa.

The media will be saturated with it.
TV adverts will be exploiting it.
As will children’s authors. But I'll come on to that later.

Not all boys are reluctant readers. Not all reluctant readers like
football. But a lot do.

The National Literacy Trust did some research in 2007. They
found that 68% of junior school girls say they like reading: as
opposed to 46% of boys. But they also found that only 6% of
girls say they like to read about sport. But that 46.5% of boys
say they do.

There is already a lot of work going on in libraries and schools
using football to encourage reading. The National Literacy
Trust runs several schemes under the general heading,
Reading the Game. Many authors go into schools to encourage
reading through sport, including Helena Pielichaty, Mal Peet,
Alan Durant and myself. This article is about some of the
activities I have been involved in and have heard about.
Specifically projects that have worked in schools. It ends with
some tips for using the World Cup to encourage reading.

My Story

Briefly, I need to tell my story. I was a reluctant reader. I hated
it. I did badly at school. My mum was desperate. [ was heading
into early 1980s Britain with nothing. So she decided to use
the one thing I loved to get me into reading — Football.

She got me reading newspapers, magazines and — after a while,
when I was more confident — books. It worked. And things
started to change for me. Sadly she died before my Football
Detective and Football Academy series were published by
Puffin. But she left me with a burning desire to evangelise
about reading, through football.

I was empowered by reading. My life got better. I stopped
doing stupid and dangerous things. I got back into education. I
got jobs I liked. I got self-esteem.

And that’s a lot of what my books are about. The Football
Detective series is about a boy who loves football and who
wants to be a detective. He wants to be a detective because he
has read a lot of crime novels to his blind father. It's what they
do together. And, because of that, Danny is equipped with all
the skills of detectives like Kurt Wallender, Sherlock Holmes,
Maigret and many more. He uses these skills to solve football
crimes across the UK. He, like me, has been empowered by
books. And that is what I try to do in schools. I go in and try to
use football to encourage a love of reading.
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Football Reading Clubs

I work a lot with a school in Basildon, 250 miles from my
Yorkshire home. Ghyllgrove Junior. I go back so much because
I love what they are doing there. They run a football reading
club. Fifteen children who love football and need a bit of help
with reading. Or a lot.

They meet once a week. Sometimes I'm there. Sometimes they
do writing work. Sometimes putting together their football
scrap books. Sometimes we take them out to libraries,
bookshops and once to David Beckham’s football academy.
They read first drafts of my novels and tell me what I need to
do to make them better.

Their literacy has rocketed. As has most of their confidence.

They feel special. Because of reading.

The Football Reading Game

The Football Reading Game is something I created for school
visits. It helps to have me there to do it, but is very easy to set
up and run yourself.

It is a game of two halves. In the first half children are put in
teams and challenged to answer questions on football reading.

is FourFourTwo called that?
Football book covers. Which player is this book zbout? Which
team? Blacking out the appropriate words.

Read a section from a football novel and ask them about one of
the details in the story at the end.

The teams accumulate points. Each point they eamm =g
penalty. Then the teams play each other in a penaly
The winners get a small trophy or some other prize. And they
feel good.

This is a great event for making children more aware of what
sports reading is out there for them. But the best part is to ask,
before each round, what they like to read in newspapers,
magazines and books. It creates peer to peer
recommendations. The best form of recommendation

Peer to Peer

I have seen other great examples of teachers using older
children to inspire younger ones to read. These are the best
examples.

In one school a head teacher got the school’s coolest and often
most difficult boys into his room. He asked them if theyd like
six foot photos of themselves on the walls of the school. They
agreed. A week later the photos appeared. Photos of these
notorious boys reading books about sport, about music, about
other things. '

It was part of his plan to create a reading culture in the school.

The boys became greater celebrities and reading became a
little less uncool.

The buddy system in schools is much used. Some schools
focus it around reading. Older children are matched with
younger children with similar interests. Then they spend a few
minutes a week reading together — and talking about the
books they've read. Another way of making reading seem more
important.

The best example I've seen of this in action was the football
reading club in Basildon. After a year of attention the Year 5s
were all far more into reading than they had been before. In
most cases their class scores had rocketed. And at the end of






