Claire's Story

Claire Herdman is a Senior Policy Advisor at DEFRA and
has been a Reading Partner volunteer with Ablaze across
two different partnerships in Bristol over the last few years.
First partnered with St Werburgh’s Primary in 2019, Claire
found the experience of providing additional reading
support to a child hugely rewarding: “I loved reading as a
child, and | want to help children enjoy reading and to not
be afraid of it. It's about showing them that it can be fun
and entertaining - that you don’t have to be in front of a
screen or a games console to enjoy yourself.”

After changing jobs, she was delighted to discover another programme was available to her at
Whitehall Primary School, a short walk from her home from where she works three days a week.

At Ablaze, we know that supporting reading is not just about improving literacy. It's well documented
that reading, especially shared reading, can have wide-ranging benefits on children’s lives. Children
who read are more likely to be happier, healthier and experience better mental wellbeing and self-
esteem. A reason for this is that shared reading creates opportunities for joint attention and
emotional closeness between a child and their partner, contributing to their sense of safety and trust
in other adults. Since January 2023, Claire has been reading once a week with a child in year 3 at
Whitehall Primary and has experienced this impact first-hand.

When she first started, Claire was told that her partner frequently had emotional upsets in class and
she was forewarned about his potential barriers to engage. Emma Cutmore, reading recovery
teacher at the school, explained “we weren't sure how he would respond to having a reading
partner, as he is prone to outbursts and often leaves the classroom if upset”. Determined to
overcome this, Claire took time to build a bond with her partner, setting firm boundaries for the
sessions and paying attention to his needs. “When he first started reading, | could tell that he wasn’t
feeling confident. He was hunched over, and was mumbling somewhat, but | could nevertheless
pick up on his reading ability. So, 30 seconds in, | stopped him and told him that | thought he really
was an excellent reader. His face lit up and his whole demeanour completely changed”.

From that point onwards, their relationship has grown from strength to strength “He has never once
misbehaved or run off during our sessions, quite the opposite - he can’t wait to come and read.
And the sessions aren’t just about reading, it’s a social interaction too. We chat about his day, what
he’s learnt and why he likes or doesn’t like the book. | can gather how he’s feeling and whether he’s
got any worries that day. All of that has had a positive impact on him, he seems a happier, more
confident boy”.

What's more, this positive impact has not only been observed in the reading sessions alone, as

Emma told us “After their session, he is always much more settled and ready for further learning in
class. They now have a very special bond, and he looks forward to his time with her every week.”
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For Claire, the benefits of volunteering with Reading Partners are also significant. Working in a fast-
paced environment, where the demand to meet multiple deadlines is often high, Claire described
how the volunteering provides a chance to slow down and recentre during the working week. “Just
leaving the laptop and getting out of the office for an hour or so does my mental health the
world of good. I'm doing something that is so clearly making a difference and | get so much joy
out of it. When | leave the school and go back to work, | could take on anything.”

Like many other organisations nowadays, Claire’s employer offers her 3 days of volunteering each
year. The Reading Partners programme has conveniently fitted within this, as Claire visits the
school once a week around her lunch break and any additional time there beyond this is taken
from her volunteering quota.

This longer-term volunteering programme has also been a team building experience for
colleagues across different departments. Claire told us, “The collective energy of being involved in
a programme, where everyone shares the same belief that what we are doing is important, it'’s
such a positive experience. It's not just about the children. The sense of satisfaction when you see
how much improvement they make is fantastic.”

For her commitment and considerable contribution to Reading Partners over the last year, Claire
was one of four volunteers to be selected for the Ablaze Volunteer Awards 2023.
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