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Foreword  
 

International Literacy Day (8 September), created 50 years ago by UNESCO, is a time to 
recognise the literacy challenges faced around the world and to think creatively about how 
to overcome them. It is therefore appropriate to mark this day with publication of our 
evaluation of this year’s Reading Ahead programme which is designed to engage young 
people and adults who struggle with the written word.  

At The Reading Agency we’ve been building a body of evidence that reading has a 
beneficial impact on many aspects of our lives, as well as being a pleasure in itself. But 
much of this only comes with being a confident reader, whether we’re gradually acquiring 
literacy skills in our own language or another that we’ve decided to learn.  

As this report demonstrates, Reading Ahead improves people’s reading confidence and 
skills through reading for pleasure. By this we mean anything that they choose to read 
rather than being forced to do so: non-fiction as well as fiction, poems, graphic novels, an 
article on a website or in a magazine. Our aim is to help people engage in texts of all kinds 
at whatever level suits them so that they enjoy the encounter, want to go on doing it and 
improve their proficiency at the same time – thus creating a virtuous circle. 

This year Reading Ahead has reached around 45,000 people through a range of delivery 
partners who reach out to those who will benefit most from the programme. Public libraries 
have linked with local organisations including adult community learning, family learning, 
children’s centres and mental health groups. Library staff in more than 100 further 
education and sixth form colleges have used Reading Ahead to support students on 
courses ranging from supported learning, functional skills and ESOL1 to GCSE English.  
Participation continues to rise in prisons and young offender institutions (YOIs) across the 
UK, most of which now run the programme. And trade unions, in particular UNISON and 
Usdaw, have continued to support its use in workplaces as varied as hospitals, logistics 
depots, travel companies and supermarkets. Eighty-seven organisations have achieved 50 
or more completers this year with ten of these recording more than 200.  

As the programme enters its tenth year, we’ll be working to ensure that many thousands 
more people get to discover that reading can be a pleasure through Reading Ahead.  

 

Genevieve Clarke 
Programme Manager, The Reading Agency 
 
September 2016 

  

                                            
1
 English for Speakers of Other Languages 
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Introduction 
Reading Ahead aims to encourage those who find reading difficult to explore reading for 
pleasure and improve their skills at the same time. Participants choose six reads and 
record, review and rate them in a diary. Those completing their six reads receive a 
certificate and the opportunity to enter prize draws at local and national level. Reading 
Ahead is delivered with the support of The Reading Agency by public libraries, learning 
providers, prisons and young offender institutions (YOIs) and workplaces. 

The programme was launched by The Reading Agency in 2008 and was known as the Six 
Book Challenge until September 2015. It was renamed to emphasise the fact that 
participants can read print and digital text other than books to take part in the programme. 
Reading Ahead retains the ‘challenge’ model but the new name promotes the idea that this 
is the start of a reading journey for many people as they build their identity as a reader. For 
more information visit www.readingagency.org.uk/adults/quick-guides/reading-ahead.  

Methodology 
This report summarises the findings from the 2015-16 evaluation of Reading Ahead. 
Figures in the report are based on The Reading Agency’s surveys of participants and 
organisations involved in Reading Ahead. 

We made a short survey available for participants before and after taking part in Reading 
Ahead, with 1041 completing the ‘before’ survey and 248 completing the ‘after’ survey, the 
majority of whom were taking part through a college or other learning provider. The data 
therefore reflects a subset of Reading Ahead participants. A total of 93 people completed 
both the ‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys (89 of whom were taking part via a learning provider 
and 71 were from one college in particular).  

The analysis of participant data in this report uses the matched data set except where 
otherwise specified. While we are able to report differences in the data before and after 
Reading Ahead we do not have a control group so we are unable to be certain that 
changes occur as a direct result of Reading Ahead.  

Staff members in the organisations delivering Reading Ahead also completed surveys 
about their experience of running the programme. The data was collected during June and 
July 2016. We received responses from 37 public library authorities (40% of the total of 93 
authorities taking part across the UK); 53 learning providers (45% of the total of 117 
learning providers taking part); 55 prisons/YOI (46% of the 120 prisons/YOIs taking part); 
and 9 workplaces (18% of the 50 workplaces taking part). Caution is needed with some 
findings because of low sample sizes, in particular the data from workplaces. Where the 
sample size is low, numbers are used rather than percentages. 

This report summarises the findings across these surveys. It firstly outlines the impact of 
the programme on participants and then the impact on organisations.  

  

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/adults/quick-guides/reading-ahead
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Impact on participants 
The survey data indicates that Reading Ahead impacts on participants in a number of 
ways, in relation to their reading attitudes, reading confidence and reading behaviours. 
This is evident from analysis of structured quantitative questions answered by participants 
and staff members running the programme and also in free text comments made by 
respondents. This section of the report summarises the impact data and provides 
information about the demographics of participants. 

Attitudes to reading and reading confidence 
Respondents were asked if they agreed or disagreed with a number of statements about 
reading. The same questions were asked before and after they took part in Reading 
Ahead and comparisons indicate that some respondents experience changes to their 
attitudes and confidence: 

 18% more people ‘agree a lot’ that they enjoy reading (up 10 percentage points, 
from 58% to 68%) 

 24% more people ‘agree a lot’ that they are a good reader (up 8 percentage 
points, from 34% to 42%) 

 21% less people ‘agree a lot’ that reading is harder for them than for other people 
(down 4 percentage points, from 21% to 17%) 

The response to the statement about whether reading is harder for respondents than for 
others was mixed: while the number of people agreeing ‘a lot’ with this statement 
decreases, there is an increase in the numbers agreeing ‘a little’ that this is the case (from 
17% to 30%). Overall, slightly more people agree that reading is harder for them than 
others after Reading Ahead than felt this was the case before. It is possible that because 
Reading Ahead encourages people to challenge themselves this might make them feel 
that reading is hard. However, the fact that there is an increase in the number of 
respondents identifying as a ‘good reader’ suggests respondents’ skills could be 
increasing, even if they still find reading difficult. More research is necessary to explore 
this, but a comment from one respondent suggests this is possible:  

I’m slowly getting better but it’s still hard. (Participant) 

When asked about the difference that Reading Ahead has made to them, respondents 
mentioned a number of impacts on their reading attitudes related to enjoyment, confidence 
and developing reading skills:  

It has made me realise how much enjoyment you can get from reading. 
(Participant) 

After taking part in Reading Ahead I am feeling more confident and 
proud. (Participant) 

It has improved my reading a lot and made me want to read different 
things. (Participant) 
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A number of respondents highlighted how Reading Ahead had specifically helped with the 
development of their English language skills: 

Makes me more confident in speaking English and discussing with 
other people. (Participant) 

It is a good way to improve English, to learn more words, to get to know 
about English life, style and culture. (Participant) 

It has given me a different life because I can read signs and things in 
hospital. (Participant) 

These quotes demonstrate how Reading Ahead can be successfully used with people who 
are developing their language skills, for example those who speak English as a second or 
additional language. 

Reading behaviour 
Responses to the surveys indicate that reading behaviours changed for some respondents 
following Reading Ahead: 

 41% more people talk about reading every day or almost every day (up four 
percentage points from 10% to 14%) 

 14% more people read for pleasure once a week or more (up nine percentage 
points from 65% to 74%) 

 17% more people buy a book once a month or more (up four percentage points, 
from 22% to 24%) 

 26% more people borrow books from a library once a month or more (up 13 
percentage points, from 51% to 64%) 

The ‘after’ survey also asked respondents if they think that they will read more or less after 
taking part in Reading Ahead2. The majority of respondents (58%) feel that they will read 
more after completing Reading Ahead (29% a lot more and 29% a little more). Very few 
respondents (just 2%) felt that they would read less after taking part, with 40% reporting 
that they would read about the same amount.  

Together, these findings indicate that after taking part in Reading Ahead participants talk 
about books more, read more often and buy and borrow books more. These findings were 
reflected in the comments that respondents made in the survey: 

Made me realise that reading can be fun. It doesn't have to be big 
books it can be stuff like magazines and newspapers. I do like different 
types of books and I will carry on reading for pleasure and for studies. 
(Participant) 

                                            
2
 For this question we use the full dataset of 248 respondents, because it is not necessary to compare 

answers to the before survey. 
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Helped me to manage time each day to read for pleasure or for study. 
Instead of making big chunks of time, many little chunks help me get 
through material quicker. (Participant) 

Some respondents were already confident readers, but they had still benefited from 
Reading Ahead because it encouraged them to find more time to read, to read more 
widely or to talk to others about reading more: 

I have always enjoyed a "good read" but with life sometimes taking over 
you forget how relaxing and enjoyable reading is – it’s good therapy as 
it takes you into another world of whatever you are reading at the time. 
(Participant) 

I enjoyed taking part in Reading Ahead, not because I have challenges 
with reading, but because I enjoy it and it meant I could share my love 
of reading with others. (Participant) 

Reading Ahead made me re-evaluate the reading that I do and make a 
conscious decision to explore other genres and authors. (Participant) 

Organisations’ feedback on impact 
Organisations running Reading Ahead were asked whether participants had experienced 
any of the impacts listed after taking part in Reading Ahead. Respondents were 
overwhelming positive about the impact of Reading Ahead, as evident in the table below3: 

 Total 
agree 

Not sure 
Total 
disagree 

 Increased reading confidence 96% 4% 0% 

 Increased enjoyment of reading 92% 8% 0% 

 Reading more 91% 9% 0% 

 Talking more about books and reading 88% 12% 0% 

 Improved literacy skills 82% 18% 0% 

 Using the library more often 75% 22% 2% 

 Improved attitude to learning 67% 31% 1% 

 

Organisations were also asked in more detail about the impact of Reading Ahead on skills, 
with particularly strong impact reported on reading and communication skills: 

 Total 
agree 

Not sure 
Total 
disagree 

Reading (word recognition and comprehension) 77% 23% 0% 

Communication (speaking, listening, discussing) 72% 28% 0% 

                                            
3
 The data in these two tables is combined across the four different sectors and represents the response 

from between 167 and 170 respondents (not all people answered each question). 
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Vocabulary (spoken or written) 52% 47% 1% 

Writing (composition, spelling and grammar) 51% 49% 0% 

The tables above demonstrate that the particular strengths of Reading Ahead relate to 
increasing reading skills and reading confidence, increasing the enjoyment of reading and 
encourage participants to read more. The comments made by organisations reinforce 
these conclusions and highlight wider benefits for participants, for example related to 
promoting a sense of community, contributing to wellbeing and improving confidence: 

It helps us raise literacy skills, improve health and well-being and 
encourage emerging readers to see that the library is also a place for 
them. (Library authority) 

It has helped them become more confident in the library, more confident 
reading independently and reading aloud in class…It has helped 
students build their confidence in lessons, trying out new words or 
styles of writing. (Learning provider) 

Reading the feedback from the young people is the highlight. They 
basically all say they enjoyed it, they are reading more as a result, and 
they are enjoying writing down and thinking about why they liked or 
disliked the book they read, opening it up for discussion. (Prison/YOI) 

Demographics of participants4 

Age and gender 
The age range and gender of participants varies across the different sectors that run 
Reading Ahead. The table below shows the age and gender breakdown of participants for 
each sector and in the final column presents the combined data across the sectors:  

  Public libraries 
Learning 

providers 
Prisons/YOI Workplaces 

Combined 

sectors 

  M F Total M F Total  M F Total M F Total M  F  Total 

16-19  5% 7% 12% 25% 28% 53% 7% 0% 7% 0% 0% 1% 14% 14% 28% 

20-24  5% 9% 14% 8% 9% 18% 16% 0% 16% 2% 3% 5% 9% 6% 16% 

25-44  12% 30% 41% 6% 16% 21% 42% 6% 48% 18% 27% 45% 17% 17% 35% 

45-64  8% 21% 29% 2% 5% 8% 22% 2% 24% 17% 31% 48% 9% 10% 19% 

65-74 1% 2% 3% 0% 0% 1% 4% 0% 4% 0% 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% 

75+ 0% 1% 1% 0% 0% 0% 1% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Total 30% 70%   42% 58%   91% 9%   38% 62%   51% 49%   

 

This demonstrates that in total participants are equally split between the genders5 (51% 
male and 49% female). However, the gender breakdown actually varies considerably by 

                                            
4
 To note; the data reported in this section is drawn from the surveys completed by organisations delivering 

Reading Ahead, rather than from the participants’ survey. 
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sector: in prisons most participants are male (91%), but via public libraries just 30% are 
male, for workplaces 38% and via learning providers 42%.  

The age range of participants also varies according to the sector: overall most participants 
are aged 25 to 44 (although it is important to recognise that this is a wider age category 
than the younger age bands, spanning 19 years). As would be expected due to the 
audience they work with, learning providers have a much higher proportion of younger 
participants, with 53% or participants aged 16 to 19. The older age groups, those aged 65 
and over, are the least well represented across all sectors. Further work could be done to 
encourage this age group to take part in Reading Ahead. 

The fact that different age groups and genders are reached via the different sectors 
delivering Reading Ahead endorses the model of working with a diverse range of partners: 
it means that a wider audience can be reached.  

Ethnicity 
The ethnicity of participants also varies according to sector, as evident in the table below:  

  

Public 

libraries 

Learning 

providers 

Prisons/ 

YOI 

Work-

places 

Combined 

sectors 

White British  42% 45% 71% 87% 52% 

Other White 14% 17% 4% 6% 13% 

Asian or British Asian 20% 15% 7% 4% 14% 

Black or Black British 12% 10% 9% 1% 10% 

Chinese 1% 2% 0% 0% 1% 

Mixed or dual heritage 6% 2% 6% 1% 4% 

Other ethnic group 5% 8% 3% 1% 6% 

 

As a point of comparison, the UK census of 2011 shows that 80.5% of the UK population 
is White British, 5.5% white other, 7.5% Asian British (including 0.7% Chinese), 3.3% 
Black British, 2.2% mixed, 1% other ethnic group. The table above clearly shows that 
Reading Ahead is reaching a more ethnically diverse audience than is evident in the 
country as a whole; in total 48% of participants are non-white British, in comparison to 
20% nationally.  

Public libraries and learning providers are particularly effective at reaching those from a 
non-white British background: 58% of participants via public libraries are from a non-white 
British background, as are 55% of participants via learning providers.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
5
 We used the options of male, female and trans*. While a small number of trans* people took part in 

Reading Ahead the numbers are low so do not show up in the percentages.  
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Impact on organisations 
In addition to the impact that has been identified for participants, Reading Ahead has been 
found to have positive benefits for the organisations that run it. This section of the report 
highlights the key findings from the surveys completed by delivery partners. 

Public library services 
Reading Ahead is a valued and formally recognised part of public libraries’ activities: 34 
out of the 37 library authorities that responded to our survey include Reading Ahead in 
their action or delivery plans. In addition 32 library authorities link Reading Ahead to both 
or one of the Universal Reading Offer and the Universal Learning Offer. A key impact for 
public libraries relates to library membership, with 20% of Reading Ahead participants 
joining the library in order to take part in Reading Ahead. One respondent summed this up 
as follows: 

It is of value because it is a way of encouraging people such as ESOL6 
learners to join the library.  It provides a non threatening introduction to 
the library and allows the library to build up a relationship with those 
who will really benefit from the resources we provide. (Public library) 

Reading Ahead also encourages partnership working, with public libraries working with 
adult education and ESOL providers particularly, as evident in the table below: 

Partner 

Number of 

public 

library 

authorities 

Adult education 24 

ESOL providers 15 

Children's centres 11 

Groups with disabilities 11 

Family learning 9 

Mental health groups 8 

FE college 5 

Schools 3 

Sixth form college 2 

WEA (Workers Education Association) 1 

Workplaces 1 

Housing groups 1 

Total respondents 35 

 

Many respondents from public libraries highlighted the contribution that Reading Ahead 
makes to partnership working, summed up by one respondent as follows: 

                                            
6 English for Speakers of Other Languages 
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It improves partnership working. Library budget cuts have meant that 
staff input has been reduced in running special sessions. Working with 
partners who benefit from the scheme and is in line with their core 
business enhances their work, our work and working together.  
(Public library) 

Learning providers 
The learning providers that run Reading Ahead are mainly further education colleges, 
along with a small number of sixth form colleges and a few local authority adult education 
services who purchase materials directly from The Reading Agency. Reading Ahead is 
embedded in the delivery plans of 26 of the 46 learning providers who provided data on 
this. A number of respondents mentioned in their comments that they link Reading Ahead 
to the curriculum: 

It aids reader development which feeds into the curriculum in terms of 
literacy and learners meeting learning objectives/completing course 
work. (Learning provider) 

Learning providers also work in partnership across their organisations to deliver Reading 
Ahead, as evident in the table below: 

Partner 

Number 

of 

learning 

providers 

Functional skills tutors  30 

Supported learning tutors  30 

College library  27 

ESOL tutors  27 

GCSE tutors  15 

Public library 10 

Family learning tutors 2 

Total respondents 48 

The way in which Reading Ahead enables different departments within an educational 
institution to work together was noted in comments from respondents, like the statement 
below: 

Departments have built good relationships, are now working together to 
promote literacy, sharing ideas, knowledge, engaging students and 
improving learner experience. (Learning provider) 

Prisons and YOIs 
Reading Ahead is well established in the library services of prisons and YOIs, partly as a 
result of targeted external funding for this area of work and support from the National 
Offender Management Service. It is embedded in the delivery plan for the majority of 
respondents, with 27 out of the 44 respondents for this question reporting that it is in their 



 

11 
 

overall delivery or action plan. Reading Ahead can contribute to increased prison library 
membership, with 15% of participants joining the library to take part. This was also noted 
in the comment below: 

For the library Reading Ahead is essential to get people who wouldn't 
normally venture into the library to come in and have a look around. It 
gives others the incentive to keep coming back and borrowing more 
books in order to complete the challenge. (Prison) 

Prisons work in partnership across their organisations to deliver Reading Ahead:  

Partner 
Number of 

prisons/YOI 

Prison library 35 

Education tutors 35 

Wings 13 

Workshops 11 

Healthcare 4 

Resettlement 3 

Mental health 1 

Family visits 1 

Total respondents 44 

 

The importance of cross-organisational working was highlighted in comments such as this 
one: 

Embedding literacy across the estate is key to judging the success of 
education which is required to be the centre of the prison 
regime…Reading Ahead has been a common theme for the education 
department, the workshops and staff alike. The most useful thing for us 
is giving us all something in common, breaking through the silos. 
(Prison) 

Workplaces  
Workplaces running Reading Ahead include hospitals, travel companies, logistics depots, 
supermarkets and council workforces. It is difficult to accurately report on the involvement 
of workplaces in Reading Ahead because only 9 of the estimated 50 workplaces that are 
taking part in Reading Ahead completed the survey. Therefore, the results need to be 
treated with caution.  

Three of the nine organisations that provided data state that Reading Ahead is in their 
delivery or action plan. This is lower than in other sectors, where more than half of 
organisations have Reading Ahead in their delivery plan, however workplaces still 
recognise the benefits of Reading Ahead:  

It is seen as an inclusive and valuable thing to offer to our staff. It has a 
demonstrable positive effect on staff morale and the feeling of 
community. (Workplace)  
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Reading Ahead is now something the staff look forward to annually.  It 
definitely helps people be open and discuss what they are reading, this 
in turn opens them up to discussions on other topics.  (Workplace)   

While not highlighted in any of the comments made by respondents, partnership and 
cross-organisational working are also evident in workplaces, as demonstrated in the table 
below: 

Partner 
Number of 

workplaces 

Trade union 6 

HR department 3 

Public library 3 

Workplace learning centre 3 

Local learning provider 0 

Total respondents 8 

The role of The Reading Agency 
The support that The Reading Agency provides organisations in relation to Reading Ahead 
was positively rated across all sectors. In total, of the 133 respondents that rated the 
support, 50% stated that it was very good, 39% quite good, 11% were not sure (in most 
case because they had not been responsible for Reading Ahead throughout the year). No 
respondents rated the support negatively. The comment below is indicative of the 
experience of respondents: 

Questions have always been answered promptly and courteously, and 
the tone of communications is always friendly. I also appreciate the 
reminder newsletters (Public library) 

In addition to the partnership working highlighted in the previous section, respondents 
reported linking Reading Ahead to other Reading Agency programmes, as indicated in the 
table below: 

Programme 

Public 

libraries 

Learning 

providers 

Prisons/ 

YOI 

Work-

places 

Combined 

sectors  

Quick Reads 28 33 28 8 81% 

World Book Night 6 22 18 6 43% 

Reading Well Books on Prescription 5 6 4 0 13% 

Reading Well Mood Boosting Books 4 7 3 0 12% 

Summer Reading Challenge 7 1 3 1 10% 

Respondents 31 40 40 9   

Across all organisations, Quick Reads is most likely to be linked to Reading Ahead with 
81% of respondents linking the two initiatives. Quick Reads are specially commissioned 
books that are like mainstream books in most respects but are shorter and easier to tackle 
for adults who are less confident in their reading skills. A total of 90 of the organisations 
that responded to the survey reported buying the 2016 set of Quick Reads and Quick 
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Reads were frequently mentioned as popular reading material to use when running 
Reading Ahead. 

Libraries, learning providers, prisons, YOIs and workplaces all reported a wide range of 
successful events around Reading Ahead, with outreach activities to recruit participants 
consistently identified as the most successful type of event. Launch events, library tours, 
author events, reading group sessions and celebration events were also popular.  

Reading Ahead has become a fixed and valued event in the calendar for public libraries, 
learning providers, prisons, YOIs and workplaces and the vast majority are keen to 
continue their involvement. This is the case for 27 out of 37 public libraries, 37 out of 53 
learning providers, 40 out of 55 prisons and 8 out of 9 workplaces. Overall, 73% of 
respondents anticipate running Reading Ahead in 2016/17, which is testament to the value 
they feel it brings to their organisations.  

Conclusions  
This report has summarised the key findings from the evaluation of Reading Ahead 2015-
16. It includes survey results from participants and the different partners who deliver the 
programme, integrating quantitative data about the impact of the programme with verbatim 
quotes about the experience of taking part or running the programme. 

Overall, the results show that Reading Ahead has strong benefits for participants and that 
these are clearly recognised by the public libraries, learning providers, prisons and 
workplaces that work to deliver it. Reading Ahead is embedded in the delivery plans of the 
majority of the organisations that run it and is highly valued by delivery partners. As one 
respondent said:  

It is of huge value to us as Learning Centres as it highlights the role that 
reading for pleasure has to play in improving literacy…Running Reading 
Ahead gives us an annual boost to remind everyone of the critical role 
that this plays. (Learning provider) 

The key benefits for Reading Ahead participants are increased enjoyment of reading, 
improved reading confidence and enhanced reading skills. Participants report reading 
more and talking about reading more following Reading Ahead, as well as borrowing 
books from the library more often. The impact of Reading Ahead is summed up in the 
words of one participant: 

Reading Ahead helped me to change my opinion about books. From 
now on I will read a lot more. It relaxes me and I really enjoy every page 
of the book. (Participant) 

 


