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Ablaze Reading Buddy brings out nine year old Ben’s love of reading
Ben, a year 5 pupil at Woodlands Academy, told us how his Ablaze Reading
Buddy has helped him to enjoy reading more and made him more confident to
put his hand up in class.
Before he started working with his Reading Buddy, Rachel Atulomah from
Bristol-based company OVO Energy, Ben found books boring, wouldn’t read
much and didn’t have the confidence to put his hand up in class. Now, thanks to
weekly sessions with Rachel, he is reading more and tackling the longer words
with confidence.
Ablaze visited Ben and Rachel at Woodlands Academy to find out what they
had to say about their reading relationship.
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Rachel Atulomah from OVO Energy is a Reading Buddy at Woodlands Academy, reading with children in Year 5
(9-10 years old). She visits the school every week during term time to read with her two Reading Buddies.
Ablaze visited Woodlands Academy during a Reading Buddies session to ask Rachel what it’s like being a
Reading Buddy and why she wanted to volunteer:
“As a child, I was always reading and I was read to every day; I can’t remember a time when I didn’t read a lot.
My love of reading was the reason I wanted to become a Reading Buddy - I wanted to help a child learn to love
books as much as I do.”
“I love watching the children learn to enjoy reading. I look forward to it each week and I love the feeling that I’m
giving back to the community. I knew that OVO were part of the Reading Buddy programme and I had wanted
to volunteer for some time, but in my old role I wasn’t able to commit the time to it. I am really happy that I can
now volunteer. It’s a really nice break in the day and it’s nice to do something that’s not pressured. Ben always
has something interesting or funny to say and it’s lovely to chat to him and see what he’s been up to.”
“To anyone thinking of signing up I’d say ‘Definitely go for it!’ It’s a great experience - if you can commit the
time it makes such a difference to the children and to you. Anyone can do it- you don’t need to have any
experience of teaching. The training provided by Ablaze was fantastic - we got a lot of techniques and tips to
help get the pupils reading. The training was very reassuring and left me feeling ready to be a Reading Buddy.”
Ben is nine years old and in Year 5. He was initially very reluctant to read and thought that reading was ‘boring’.
We asked Rachel what she did to help Ben’s reading:
“When I first met Ben, he was really not a fan of reading - he used to say it was boring. I have given him lots of
encouragement and shown him that reading can be fun. We have focused on tackling tricky words - breaking
them into smaller pieces - and on learning the vocabulary so that reading becomes easier and more enjoyable.
We do lots of sounding out activities. Ben’s comprehension was fairly good when we started reading together,
but we have worked on finding the meaning of unknown words. If he can’t work them out I will give him
synonyms to help him.”

“It is great to use the skills from my work in a different way. My role involves a lot of coaching, so reading
with the pupils certainly helps me to develop my skills.” Rachel Atulomeh, OVO Energy
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Rachel has definitely noticed an improvement in Ben’s reading and his confidence:
“Ben definitely seems more confident and engaged during the sessions. He is happy to read a lot more now when we first started reading together, he would read one page and ask to finish. Now he will happily read
three pages. He is much happier choosing books to read as well.”
“His comprehension was always quite good, but it has noticeably improved and he is reading much more
quickly. He uses inflection more when the characters are speaking. When he sees a long word, he will
automatically break it into sections to help him read the word.”

Ben was happy to talk to us about his experience of having a Reading Buddy:
“Before having a Reading Buddy, I found reading quite boring - some of the words were a bit too tricky for me to
understand. I didn’t really read very much at all, even during quiet reading time at school.”
“Rachel helps me break up the long words by splitting them into smaller parts - covering up bits of the words
with her fingers. She asks me lots of questions about the books. I find reading more fun now - it’s much more fun
to read with someone than on my own. I like reading fact books mostly now - especially about animals, I love
meerkats - but I also like the Roald Dahl book ‘The Magic Finger’.”
“I feel much more confident about my reading now, as I can read longer words. Since having a Reading Buddy, I
feel more confident in class and I’m happy to put my hand up more often to answer questions. My favourite
subject is maths, so I always want to answer questions in maths.”
“I have fun reading with my Reading Buddy.”

“Ben definitely seems to enjoy reading a bit more now. He’ll certainly read for longer and he
doesn’t complain anymore!” Rachel Atulomeh, OVO Energy

“Rachel is really nice and friendly. I always feel ready to read with her” Ben
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Ben’s teacher has also noticed an improvement in Ben’s
confidence since having a Reading Buddy:
“Ben has really enjoyed his time as part of the Reading
Buddies Scheme. The opportunity to read with new people
has helped him to reignite an enthusiasm for reading.”
Ben is not the only member of his class to have a Reading
Buddy - volunteers from OVO Energy visit the school each
week during term time to read with Year 5 pupils. The
children are always excited to see their Reading Buddies.

Employees from OVO Energy have been volunteering at Woodlands Academy for two years. Rose Alexander is the OVO
Energy co-ordinator of the Reading Buddies partnership with Woodlands Academy.
“Ben was initially quite shy and it has taken a while for Rachel to get him more engaged and interested in reading. A lot of
the children that we read with don’t read much at home, so it can be a struggle to get them reading, but they enjoy the
sessions with their Reading Buddies. I really enjoy coming to read with the children, as it gives me something to look
forward to each week. It is so rewarding to see how excited the children are each week when we arrive; the children really
enjoy getting 1:1 time with a grown up.”
It has taken time to develop the relationship between OVO and the school, and to make the sessions work for the school
and the volunteers. The teacher encourages the children to make sure they have their books ready when we arrive so that
we can get straight on with reading - previously, a lot of the session was taken up with choosing books. It also takes time to
build a relationship with the pupils but they are definitely becoming more confident with us and are much happier to ask
and answer questions.”
Ablaze have been working with OVO Energy for three years and staff from OVO volunteer on our Primary and Secondary
school programmes.
Gaby Sethi, Head of the OVO Foundation, said of their partnership with Ablaze, “We love working with Ablaze and have
been impressed by their ability to match companies with the right type of school, as well as ensure that both parties get the
very best out of the partnership and achieve their respective aims.”

“Ben has really enjoyed his time as part of the Reading Buddies Scheme. The opportunity to read with new
people has helped him to reignite an enthusiasm for reading.” Mr Reeves, Ben’s teacher
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Ablaze is an independent charity that exists to tackle inequality of opportunity for young people in the West
of England region. We do this by utilising the skills and commitment of business volunteers.
We aim to
•

raise young people’s confidence and aspiration

•

support their attainment and skill levels

•

empower them with knowledge to make informed choices about their future.

Since 2005, thousands of young people across the wider Bristol region have been supported by business and
community volunteers delivering Ablaze programmes in schools. These programmes aim to raise aspiration
and attainment and improve skill levels to boost young people’s chances in continuing education,
employability and life.
Reading Buddies is one of the Primary School programmes organised by Ablaze. Reading Buddies aim to
encourage primary pupils to read more, read better and be more confident in their ability.
Schools have reported that when a pupil’s confidence grows from their reading sessions with a business
volunteer, their comprehension & ability to master literacy improves at a greater speed than it would
without this additional support. Volunteers are paired with pupils who need extra support and they visit a
school weekly, for 30 minutes, for an academic year.

https://ablazebristol.org/
enquiries@ablazebristol.org
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