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own study of 14 Year 8 boys during an 
action research project I conducted with 
my school, Toowoomba Grammar, and the 
International Boys School Coalition in 
2018. Engaging the boys was crucial, as 
Percy commented he needed to find books 
I can keep reading. 

Frontloading is one technique that can 
introduce prospective readers to particular 
books, genres and formats, forming a rela-
tionship with author and characters they 
might want to pursue. This third and final 
article in the series will discuss the impor-
tance of frontloading to develop readers’ 
interests in books.

Frontloading has often been a term used 
when preparing students for literacy activi-
ties. In this article frontloading refers to 
introducing potential readers to books, 
series, genres, themes and formats for rec-
reational reading. Smith and Wilhelm see 
frontloading as an important way to devel-
op and build interest before students read 
(2002, p.150), and is especially important 
when readers are quick to judge the value 
of a book they have not yet read. There are 
various ways readers can be introduced to 
new books.

I have used book talks for many years. A 
good book talk is snappy, engaging, and 
leaves the listener hanging for more. Like 
the literary devices of foreshadowing and 
suspense, as discussed by Lehman (2007) 
where chapters end with a cliff-hanger, 
book talks encourage listeners to make 
predictions and want to read to discover 
not only if their predictions are correct 
(Lehman, 2007, p.45) but also what else 
might be in store. In other words, in order 
to know what happens the audience will 
have to read the book. Book talks intro-

Forming a relationship with authors and 
characters is an important aspect of enjoy-
ment for recreational readers for all ages. 
Many readers will have a favourite series, 
waiting for the next volume to come out to 
see what their favourite character is up to. 
Teenage boys are especially like this, often 
re-reading books and series so they can 
revisit the settings and characters. Smith 
and Wilhelm write about the importance of 
relationships created and maintained with 
characters and authors extensively in their 
book Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys (2002). 
The significance of forming these relation-
ships is as important for successful readers 
as it is for reluctant readers. 

Once a connection is made readers like to 
spend time with the characters, an impor-
tant factor in engagement. Smith and 
Wilhelm found when their participants 
developed these relationships, they were 
far more apt to have positive reading experi-
ences than when they did not (2002), 
p.175). 

This social concept extends to school itself 
when the activity of reading provides 
opportunities for social connections. 
Talking about books with peers and reading 
role models, such as librarians, teachers 
and parents, provides inspiration to read 
particular books and opportunities for 
social exchanges. Smith and Wilhelm 
(2002) found that when this occurred the 
participants in their study had intrinsic 
motivation for their engagement (p.147) in 
school and associated activities. Therefore, 
talking about books and reading is crucial. 
  
It is also true that if boys are not engaged 
in the story in the first few paragraphs, 
they will not continue reading the book. 
These findings were very apparent in my 

duce the reader to characters and settings, 
and allow the reader to get to know, in a 
short excerpt, what type of writer the 
author is. 

I was fortunate at my school to have 
Reading as my timetabled classes. Each 
fortnight I met with each Year 7 and 8 class 
and began with a book talk. I made sure to 
vary the books I talked about in their for-
mat, genre and topic. Some were on a 
specific book, one I knew would attract a 
lot of attention. For example, I always 
started my Year 7 book talks with Holly 
Black and Cassandra Clare’s The Iron Trial 
(2014). The prologue is read first. A little 
over 4 pages long, it describes mage 
Alastair Hunt as he climbs a glacier to 
rescue his wife and infant son after a bat-
tle, only to find his son the only survivor 
amongst the vulnerable sheltering in an ice 
cave. Baby Cal is lying next to his mother’s 
body and a scratching she has made in the 
ice—'Kill the child'. This short excerpt 
immediately hooks the listeners, why would 
a mother write this? What has happened to 
the boy? 

When the story begins Cal is 12 years-old. 

Many of my students were keen to find out 
about Cal, they had formed the relationship 
already, and the suspense had been built to 
find out why and what happened. A list of 
similar books to The Iron Trial was also 
available for all students, and many went 
on to read other books by Cassandra Clare 
and Holly Black. 

Some book talks involved a number of 
books on a particular topic, such as dogs, 
the outback or war. I might quickly hold up 
each book and not read from any, instead 
talking briefly about the book, or I might 
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Offering a wide variety is especially impor-
tant for we not only want to expose our 
listeners to a range of formats and genres, 
but we also want to offer new titles and 
emerging authors in their favourite areas.

We will not always hook every reader, as 
one student commented:

The genres of books that I like are 
action, adventure and sometimes sci-fi. 
Not all of the books in the book talk 
match my favourite genres—some-
times.

Some students felt their reading time was 
impacted on, with one boy saying  

Sometimes because I just want to get 
straight into reading books.

Book talks are not the only way to intro-
duce students to new and prospective 
reads. Book trailers have been popular for 
some time now. They are similar to a movie 
trailer where the book, characters and set-
ting are introduced in a few minutes. A 
quick Google search for book trailer videos 
yields over 25,000,000 hits. With so many 
available, it is obvious there will be a huge 
range of quality! Some of these trailers are 
made by publishers, authors, and readers. 
In libraries book trailers can be looped 
through a screen without sound, and while 
the music is usually important in the deliv-
ery, the visuals can be very eye-catching 
without sound. 

Coupled with a book talk, and having cop-
ies available for loan, book trailers are an 
effective tool for librarians in both school 
and public libraries. Students can also 
make their own trailers and many schools 
and public libraries have run successful 
book trailer competitions. This sharing of 
reading is important and seeing a peer put 
time and effort into a trailer means the 
book is important and interesting to them.

During my research I realised how impor-
tant it is for some readers to be familiar 
with their reading material. Thankfully we 
live in a time where it is popular for books 
to be adapted into movies and stage 
shows. One of my students read Wonder by 
R.J. Palacio (2012) after seeing the movie. 
When asked if seeing the movie helped  his 
reading he replied:   

Yep, it’s just so when you watch the movie 
you know a brief overview and then the 
book helps you, you don’t have to worry 
about the big overview, you can just work 
on the detailed bits. 

The hype and interest around well-known 
productions can motivate readers. War 
Horse by Michael Morpurgo (1982) was one 

read an excerpt from one book and briefly 
discuss the others. Books featuring dogs 
was one such successful book talk. I read 
an excerpt from Bren MacDibble’s excellent 
The Dog Runner (2019), and included 
books like Spud by John Heffernan (1997), 
(a hugely popular read with all boys from 
years 7 to 12), The Dog with Seven 
Names by Dianne Wolfer (2018), The Wolf 
Wilder by Katherine Rundell (2015), and 
the Caesar the War Dog series by Stephen 
Dando-Collins (2012). 

Many of our young readers like to read 
from the same genre and format, and not 
vary their reading experiences. Book talks 
can give a taste of what other genres and 
formats are like, without the listener need-
ing to commit time to a book they may not 
enjoy. Verse novels is one such format 
book talk I particularly enjoy delivering. I 
like to include a variety of verse novels, 
and have many others available for the 
students to look through. I cannot go past 
Steven Herrick and Sarah Crossan, so am 
sure to include some of their titles. Run by 
Tim Sinclair (2013) is a wonderful novel 
that uses various poetic structures and 
devices to enrich the reading experience. 
It is full of adventure, featuring the urban 
sport of parkour, that many find interest-
ing. Catching Teller Crow by Ambelin 
Kwaymullina and Ezekiel Kwaymullina 
(2018) is an interesting novel as it is part 
prose and part verse novel. It is also a 
riveting murder mystery. 

Borrowing statistics show the true power 
of book talks in promoting new reads. For 
the first three terms in the 2019 school 
year, 10 of the top 20 most popular titles 
borrowed by students featured in book 
talks. In a survey conducted at the end of 
term 3 in the same year, 48% of the boys 
in Years 7 and 8 had read titles featured in 
book talks while 24% said there were titles 
they had not yet read but would like to 
read. Some comments from the boys were 
also encouraging when asked if they 
enjoyed the book talks:

• I said yes because these book talks 
really go in depth about what you are 
reading and what the book is about. 

• I really do enjoy book talks because 
they provide information into different 
types and styles of books which can 
lead you to a good series which you 
enjoy.  

• Because I'm not a big reader and nor-
mally read books from the same series 
over and over again. Sometimes I like 
them because they give us an idea of 
what sort of books are good, and also 
we get to learn about the different 
authors that are trending.
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such example and featured in my book 
talks to the boys.

Other boys joined in the conversation, who 
had seen the movie and/or the stage pro-
duction. Just the act of holding the book 
up for the boys to see sparked interest as 
some had seen the movie and were keen to 
relive the experience through the written 
word. 
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Adaptations of prose novels to graphic 
novels are another form of frontloading a 
little similar to viewing movies. One of my 
Reading boys would read part of the 
graphic adaptation and then read the cor-
responding section in the novel. When I 
asked why he did this he replied that the 
graphic novel prepared him for reading the 
novel. With the mix of visual and verbal 
texts, along with the pauses in between 
the panels, the graphic adaptation is an 
effective stepping stone for reading the 
prose equivalent. I admired this student, 
for he was able to effectively swap between 
the different types of reading required for 
the different formats. 

Many popular series and novels are being 
adapted to the graphic format and this is 
welcomed by librarians. According to Ada 
Price, (2010) these adaptations may be 
made directly from the prose novel or may 
be an original story based in the literary 
universe of the prose works including new 
narratives that are tethered to the familiar 
(p.1) Readers are able to revisit the char-
acters and setting of their favourite novels 
while experiencing a new, or the same, 
story. 

Other frontloading strategies I have dis-
covered in my research but not had a 
chance to try yet are Speed Date a Genre 
and Book Bistro. 

Speed Date a Genre is reported by Jo 
Buchan in her Boys and reading workshop 
report (2018). The activity involved sur-
rounding the boys with a range of books 
from a wide variety of genres, formats and 
topics, along with adults who could talk 
about these books, in other words, reading 
role models. Discussion also involved the 
boys’ interests, an important aspect when 
suggesting books. This familiarisation with 
books allowed for free choice and discus-
sion. I can see this working in a school 
where older students, carefully selected of 
course, could take the part of the reading 
role model. 

Book Bistro allows participants to bring 
books to a gathering, read and discuss 
with others in a café type atmosphere. 
(Kasten, W. C & Wilfong, L. G., 2005). 
Students may be grouped for the activity, 
according to reading interests for example, 
or they may form their own groups. Books 
discussed are selected by the students, 
enabling free choice and motivation, and 
student led discussion allows for peers to 
share their reading, an important aspect as 
previously discussed. Kasten and Wilfong 
believe this is more relevant to teenagers’ 
lives as it emulates what adults do, telling 
their friends about their reading material.

The success of these strategies is dependent 
on several things. Teachers, teacher librari-
ans, librarians and parents, in other words, 
reading role models, must show excitement 
about books. As Margaret Merga states linking 
books to pleasure and excitement potentially 
enhances the appeal of engaging in recre-
ational book reading.(2015, p. 41). Excitement 
is contagious and when a reader shares their 
excitement about a book it is catching. 
Reading role models need to show an interest 
in, and respect of, reading. Merga’s research 
found teachers who showed a personal inter-
est in reading for pleasure were more likely to 
be viewed as both encouraging and knowl-
edgeable (2015, p.42).

Availability of a wide range of reading mate-
rial and freedom to choose is also crucial. 
Buchan (2018) found of the Speed Date a 
Genre activity: The event was a reminder of 
the importance of access to diverse and entic-
ing resources, free choice, and reading role 
models—in other words a library (p.12) If we 
are to have a literate and open-minded world 
tomorrow, we need to have diverse young 
adult readers today, preparing to live in a 
globally diverse society. 
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