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Background:  
I work at Dunmow St Mary’s Primary School in Essex, where I am a Year 6 teacher and the Lead Teacher 
for English and for Design Technology. From September 2019, I am the Open University/UKLA Teachers’ 
Reading Group Leader for North Essex and affiliate teacher for Writing For Pleasure. 
 
I am closely involved with developing our school as a Writing For Pleasure School with The Writing For 
Pleasure Centre. For my own pleasure I enjoy writing poetry, short fiction, and making my own books.  
 

Principle(s) in focus: 
The ongoing project, ‘That’s MY book!’ focuses on helping children to make books of their own writing 
in the classroom and on the impact it has on the individual child writer. It addresses in particular the 
following strands of the Writing For Pleasure pedagogy:  
 

 Pursue purposeful and authentic writing projects 

 Treat every child as a writer 
 

Aims: 
My aims for making books with the children are: 

 To provide regular opportunities (at least once half-termly) to make a book focusing on 
extended writing projects. 

 To develop children’s pride and deepen levels of ownership in their written work. 

 To include other curriculum areas into the book-making and writing processes. 
 

Background 
 

 
 
Throughout my teaching career, I have seen over and over again how interesting things happen when 
you write and craft a book at the same time: the two practices – the writing and crafting of a book - are 
inseparable. The writing influences construction and design of the book; the construction and design of 
the book influences and enhances the writing. Book-making is a truly cross-curricular undertaking. 
 

https://writing4pleasure.com/purposeful-and-authentic-class-writing-projects/
https://writing4pleasure.com/every-child-a-writer/
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During the academic year 2019-20, I decided to go ‘all out’, in that making a book would be central to 
each of the six half-terms’ work. By the end of the year, each child would take home six different books 
they had made and written.  
 

 
 
How I set up each book-making project 
 
1. I planned for a good amount of time to make and write the book. Generally this was approximately 

two to three weeks, depending on the content and complexity of the writing I wanted to be 
produced by the children. Making, designing and illustrating the book was carried out in DT sessions 
(book-making is written into our school’s bespoke DT curriculum). The children wrote every day for 
each of these projects (generally about 45 minutes). 

 
2. I outlined a broad ‘brief’ for each book. These were:  

a) A story inspired by a visit to a local site of historical interest. 
b) A pop-up book of poetry inspired by Macbeth. 
c) A choose-your-own-adventure set in space. 
d) A Life Anthology of memoirs inspired by themes and incidents in a book read as a class (Anglo-

Saxon Boy by Tony Bradman). 
e) An illustrated ‘codex’ of personal inventions. 
f) A journal of each child’s response to their residential trip to Norfolk. 

 
3. I set the goals with the children at the start of the project: we had a framework for where we would 

start with each project, how it would develop and how it would end.  
 

An example for a large scale piece of writing (e.g. the garden story) looked like this:  
Week 1 Planning: Visit the gardens. Be inspired by the 

surroundings – what grabs you? What characters can 
you imagine wandering here?  

History – local histories 

Plan own story back in class DT – Make own book (cover boards, sew 
pages) Draft 1 (2-3 sessions) 

 

Week 2 Revising (2 - 3 sessions) 

Edit and present writing in book (3 sessions) 
 

Add artwork to pages 
(photos/watercolours) 
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Impact: 
 

In relation to the key aspects of teaching using a Writing For Pleasure approach: 
 

Treat every child as a writer 
 Making a book and elevating writing to the level of something that deserves to appear in a book 

showed high achievement expectations for all writers. Book-making is not an everyday or easy task. 
The word ‘craft’ is again very important here.  

 The children were constantly praised for the outstanding effort and collective quality of their 
compositions. Drawing, decoration and other presentation skills, as well as good spelling and 
handwriting, were highlighted. One boy drew a very fine picture in the front of his book as soon as 
he had made it; later, once he had written his first piece in the book, he chose to excise the first 
picture When I noticed what he had done and asked him about it, he said, ‘It wasn’t good enough. 
I’ve done a better page now.’ By this point, children were taking much more ownership and 
independently establishing standards for themselves.  

 I ensured that all writers were part of the writing community. As writing deadlines approached, 
children were keen to complete their work, quite a few saying that they wanted to take the book 
home to work on there.  
One girl asked if she could take it home; “Of course,” I said. “Why do you want to do that?” 
“I’m not sure,” she said, looking very thoughtfully at one of the pages. “I just want to do...something 
with it.” From this I felt that this author wanted to have complete ownership over her book, away 
from the classroom. The links between home life and school life were being merged. She also 
wanted time: she wasn’t happy with having the constraints of working for just a bit of time in 
school; she wanted to take care and get it right. 

 

Pursue purposeful and authentic class writing projects 
● Children were ALWAYS given the opportunity to generate their own ideas, even though the projects 

had a common theme.  
● Because the children were making the books as the writing was produced, they grew in pride as they 

saw their writing grow into a real book. The projects were seen as meaningful, not only to a distant 
goal but to the authors themselves. 

● The children generally took the main impetus for a project and then designed their own writing and 
books around these. They had increasing control over the choice of what their books were to look 
like (choice of paper/design/covers) as well as the actual narratives, themes and styles of their 
writing. 

● The children were aware that there would be a publishing party at the end of the project, where 
they could read each other’s work and have a doughnut (‘Rings of Saturn’ for the Space story!) I kept 
on reminding the children of the need for their books to be complete by this time. One of the book 
projects we did was to result in the children’s books being on display at the site which had inspired 
their project. Every child completed their work in time for these celebrations!  

● Class writing projects were worked on over a number of weeks. Interestingly, the projects took a lot 
of time, one project (the Choose Your Own Space Adventure took the longest at over three weeks) 
but the children never lost interest or focus. 

 

Reflection: 
 

The most heartening thing I noticed about the crafting of the books was how much ownership and 
pride the children had over their projects.  
 

Two children in particular - two boys for whom writing had previously been a struggle – made 
overwhelmingly positive throughout. They variously made mention of ‘their’ books and cited particular 
examples as the best bits of writing they had done and the ones that gave them the most pride. When 
asked by our Headteacher about their written work in general, one - without prompting - brought out 
his garden story book and talked at length about how it had been made, what he felt worked especially 
well, and how it had made him feel about writing. 

https://writing4pleasure.com/every-child-a-writer/
https://writing4pleasure.com/purposeful-and-authentic-class-writing-projects/
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I have written about my own relationship with making books growing up (LINK) and I strongly believe 
that one way in which writing is made ‘real’ is by making it into a book. For me, as a child writer, 
audiences were invisible: there was no specific person or group that I had in mind when I was making 
books; I became interested in something to the point of obsession and then made a book about it, just 
for me. It was something I owned completely. If anyone else were to read the book, then they would 
see what I had inside me at the time of writing. They are/were records of who I was.  
 
When making books with children now, I can see similar attitudes forming. Whether there is an explicit 
audience for the book or not, this is no matter. I can see that the children in my class are starting to feel 
the same as Virginia Woolf did: “Books are the mirrors of the soul,” she wrote. I will go on making books 
with my classes until I stop teaching because when you write your own book, then you truly put down 
for posterity a bit of your soul. It is a source of pride for me to have helped my classes to do that 
incredible thing and to make their writing a worthwhile and enjoyable example of individual craft.  
 

Useful books:  

Leslie BENNETT – Children Making Books (1978) 

Gwen DIEHN: Making Books That Fly, Fold, Wrap, Hide, Pop Up, Twist and Turn (1999) 

Paul JOHNSON – A Book of One’s Own (1990) 

____________ - Get Writing! [2 volumes] (2008) 

____________ - Making Books (2000) 

____________ - New Pop-Up Paper Projects (2013) 

____________ - Pictures and Words Together: Children Illustrating and writing their own books (1997) 

Ester K. SMITH: Making Books with Kids: 25 Paper Projects to Fold, Sew, Paste, Pop, and Draw (2016) 

 

https://writing4pleasure.com/2020/04/14/guest-blog-the-book-crafting-child-by-benjamin-harris/

