
 
 
 
We are all having to get used to being in a world where we need to maintain a distance from people outside of our 
own household. In many day to day situations this is possible, but you will be used to being close to children as you 
read together and it may not seem possible to hold a reading session whilst maintaining social distancing. What is 
clear to us is schools really value reading support being in person, so we are keen to hold ‘face to face’ reading 
sessions safely. In this guide we set out to cover the ways in which you can carry out a positive and fun reading 
session whilst not being right next to a child.  

 

School guidelines  
Your school will have had to adapt their normal working practices to provide a safe environment for children, staff 
and visitors. This will include measures such as increased hygiene procedures, a change to layout and limiting the 
interaction of different groups of children. The government guidance does permit volunteers and, as a visitor to the 
school, you will be required to follow their guidance. These important measures have been taken to minimise the 
risk of the spread of the virus. You should also apply your own judgement to situations and be firm in taking a 
socially distanced approach to reading sessions.  

 

Face coverings  
Face coverings are not mandatory in school settings; however, you may choose to wear a covering upon arrival, 
between sessions and as you exit the building. Wearing a face mask during sessions is a personal choice but we do 
recognise that it may make it more difficult to make yourself heard; it is unlikely that the children will be wearing 
face coverings.  

 

Setting the scene  
To prepare, set out your reading area before children arrive. Position seating to give a minimum of 1-meter distance 
between you and the child and place chairs side by side rather than opposite each other. Set out a limited choice of 
book titles and if you know the child is not yet able to read the words independently place them by your seat rather 
than theirs. If you do have independent readers choose different titles for each child. It is worth asking the school if 
they have any suitable titles with 2 copies so that you and the child can have the same book.  

 

Explaining to the children  
You will likely collect the child you are going to be reading with from the classroom. It is absolutely ok to explain that 
“we have to keep a little way apart from each other to follow the new rules”. The best way to approach distancing is 
to lead by example, be continually aware of where you are standing to give them space to remain at an appropriate 
distance by adjusting your own position as they move.  
If a child arrives for the session independently, or when you both arrive together, encourage them to take their seat 
and explain “I’ve kept our chairs a little bit apart to fit in with the new rules, but it won’t stop us having fun!”  
If a child moves closer during your session you will need to remind them of the ‘new rules’- this is ok. As with most 
things with children who are in school, if you know the approach and carry it through with confidence, they will 
follow your lead and just get on with it. They look to cues from adults that all is ok and are very adaptable!  

 

A shared reading experience  
You won’t have got this far on your journey as a reading helper without knowing that we do so much more than 
simply listen to a child read, it’s why schools value our service so much. We read to children, we support them, we 
talk a lot and we have fun. There is no reason these things can’t happen just as well when you are sitting a short 
distance apart. The main thing that will be trickier is if a child who is trying to read to you is getting stuck on a lot of 
words. You won’t, as easily, be able to give them the right words as smoothly as before. This will create moments 
where the child is made more aware that they are struggling with decoding and should be avoided. Let’s take a look 
at the elements you can build into sessions that give a positive reading experience.  
 

Socially distanced reading 

- a ‘how to’ guide 



1) Reading to the child  
Reading aloud has a multitude of benefits, it’s the best showcase of why reading is brilliant. You can read 
to the child at a distance, you don’t need to do the whole ‘upside down, show the page’ reading thing 
that teachers excel at. It’s ok to read aloud with the book on the table, moving it a little closer to the 
child to show the picture at appropriate moments, a great way of moving into some book-based talk! 
Look for moments in the book where the child can join in, there will be parts of the text that lend 
themselves to gestures or sound effects. With a repetitive text the child can join in by leaving a short 
pause with an encouraging gesture to invite them to finish the line, this is known as completion and is a 
good way to engage younger readers with the words.  
 

2) Talking about what you’ve read 
Book-based talk is essential for a number of reasons and, helpfully, is very easy to do whilst maintaining 
distance. You’ll find it will take up a high proportion of your session time. At a simple level book-based 
talk allows you to check understanding of the text, story and characters as well as relating what’s been 
read to the child’s own knowledge and understanding of the world. At an advanced level, book-based 
talk mirrors and builds on the internal monologue you will have as an accomplished reader. Bringing to 
life the way you think about, question and sense check what you have read. Talking thoughts through 
with someone else also allows you to see different ways of interpreting what the author means and can 
help you to see things on a deeper level. It’s one reason why book groups are so popular.  
 

3) Having book-based fun  
Fun is part of what we do, we want the child to associate reading with having a good time and promote 
a number of different ways of how you can base ‘games’ on what you have read. As well as helping to 
make your session feel good the games subtly reinforce and build the skills that an accomplished reader 
needs, ‘just fun’ is great but it’s much more than that, it’s learning too! Some of our usual reading games 
may not work well at a distance but plenty will, basically anything that doesn’t need you both looking at 
the same page at the same time.  
 

4) Supporting a more independent reader  
If the child is generally able to read independently it’s absolutely fine to let them read to you. As always, 
we’d still recommend that ALL of the 3 elements included above are within your session. But for a 
reader that is building their reading confidence, practicing their reading in a supportive space is good for 
them. The ideal for this situation would be for you both to have a copy of the same book, it’s why we 
recommended asking schools if they have any suitable titles at the start of this guide, however that 
won’t always be possible and certainly may limit the range of reading materials you are able to share. If 
you only have one copy of the book, and the child wants to read to you they will need to be the ‘book 
driver’ and have the book close to them. Make sure you talk about the book before they start reading 
and allow book-based talk to weave its way through the reading session. As they read take an interest in 
the pictures asking to see a little closer at appropriate times. If a child stumbles on a word you’ll 
generally be able to provide the correct word from the context and the start letters, if not ask them to 
hold the book a little closer and point to the word so that you can see and give the word. Do not let a 
child stumble over the word and get tangled up decoding, follow our usual approach of stepping in to 
help quickly and without fuss.  

 
And finally, we hope reading this guide has shown you that distanced sessions are possible and will still provide a 
really rich, positive reading session to both you and the child. A lot of what we have covered is our usual practice 
with a little more thought as to how to apply it.  


