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I am the adult literacy specialist at The Reading Agency.  We are an independent charity whose mission is to 
give everyone an equal chance in life by helping people become confident and enthusiastic readers.  We 
have a formal partnership with public libraries across the UK to deliver our programmes for children, young 
people and adults, designed both to develop their skills and a passion for reading.  We also work with 
schools, colleges, businesses, prisons, publishers and broadcasters to reach those audiences which will 
benefit most.  
 
We are submitting evidence to this inquiry because our work clearly shows the power of reading for 
pleasure to improve adult literacy. In particular we have run a successful annual national reading 
programme  for less confident readers, the Six Book Challenge, which has reached at least 100,000 young 
people and adults across the UK since its launch in 2008. This invites people from pre-Entry to Level 2 to 
pick six books such as the Quick Reads or other print and digital materials for those with low literacy and 
record their reading in a diary in order to receive a certificate.  Each year we now deliver the Challenge 
through over 60% of library authorities and their local partners, well over 100 FE and 6th form colleges, 
around 100 prisons and 50 workplaces ranging from transport companies, logistics depots and 
supermarkets to the Army and hospitals. Over 35,000 people registered for the scheme in 2013 with 90% of 
those surveyed reporting that they feel more confident about reading after taking part. The scheme is 
endorsed by college principals, prison governors and workplace managers and championed by high-profile 
figures such as Andy McNab who talks and writes powerfully about his own literacy journey from borstal to 
SAS soldier and bestselling author.   
 
We are focusing  our response on reading skills in answer to  the second and third questions. 
 
Executive summary 
We still have a major problem in this country with 5.1 million people at a severe disadvantage because of 
poor literacy. Many of these are reluctant to come forward for help, especially if this requires engagement 
with a  formal learning provider in a setting they associate with struggle and failure.  Based on evidence 
drawn from our work, we believe that reading for pleasure has a key role if Government wants to ensure 
that adults have the right skills to benefit themselves, their communities and society as a whole.  It should 
therefore: 

 support early interventions in the form of reading programmes for families, children and 

young people that promote reading as an enjoyable but critical life skill in preparation for 

adulthood;  

 talk to young people and adults, learners and non-learners, about what will motivate them 

to take up informal and formal learning activity and use this to shape and inform 

investment in future programmes;  

 provide multiple and flexible routes into skills development and progression; 

 recognise that formal education has to be backed up by programmes which can help 

learners to embed and develop their skills; 

 invest in initiatives such as the Six Book Challenge that have a track record in engaging 

people, helping them to build confidence, improve their skills and move on to further 

learning. 
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Evidence 
How can the Government make sure that adults have the right skills that can help them find a job, which 
in turn will help the country, and more widely?  

1. It’s never too later to learn, but we want to stress that the development of a reading habit in 

childhood can pre-empt problems at a later stage.  Our annual Summer Reading Challenge 

programme, which now reaches 810,000 children, has demonstrated that reading during  the 

summer can prevent the holiday ‘dip’ in standards.  Our programmes are designed to support 

participants in becoming active readers and, in turn, volunteering  to help younger children to take 

part and develop a love of reading. Research reported on by the Institute of Education’s Centre for 

Longitudinal Studies in September 2013 also shows that, for children, reading for pleasure is more 

important than their parents’ own level of education and can impact on maths scores as well their 

literacy skills.  Above all, an engagement in reading for pleasure engenders a reading habit that can 

underpin future learning and last for life.  

What are the best ways to help adults learn how to read, write and do maths – through formal education 
providers or in a different way?  

2. There are 5.1 million people of working age at or below the literacy level of an 11 year old and a 

further 9.8 million who will not achieve GCSE Grade A*-C, and yet only a small proportion of them 

are actually in any kind of formal adult literacy provision.  It is also unclear how many of those 

currently in formal learning are making any sustainable progress, and yet the Government is 

making it compulsory for all 18 year olds to remain in some kind of education or training and for 

students to try and try again until they achieve Grade C in GCSE English.  If this goal is to be 

achieved, motivational support needs to be put in place to help people achieve it.   

3. Many literacy courses for adults, particularly those for people who work during the daytime, still 

consist of a weekly two-hour evening class – not enough to embed any learning they achieve.   

4. Programmes like the Six Book Challenge which incentivise reading and encourage a reading culture 

can help both to develop  reading skills and encourage an enjoyment of reading which supports 

further learning.  

5. Formal education for adults has to be supplemented by informal routes for entry, skills 

development and progression.  Adults have to feel that there is a point to learning, especially if 

school did not work for them.  It cannot be done ‘to’ them, they have to want to do it.  And it is 

important to talk to them about what will encourage them to take up learning opportunities. 

6. Reading for pleasure is a key motivator – once people find something they enjoy reading, whether 

for escapism, relaxation or information, they want to carry on doing it.  At the same time they are 

improving their decoding skills, learning new vocabulary, building up reading stamina and widening 

their reading horizons.   

“The findings from practitioners and learners who took part in this project demonstrate that reading 

for pleasure supports the development of increased enjoyment, self-confidence, motivation and the 

acquisition of functional literacy skills.”  Sue Oakey, Practitioners leading research: ‘Weaving 
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reading for pleasure into the Skills for Life adult literacy curriculum’ (National Research & 

Development Centre for Adult Literacy & Numeracy 2007) 

7. Learners and potential learners need relevant, accessible and wide-ranging texts, in printed and 

digital form, in order to be engaged in reading at a level that suits them. They may not want to pick 

up a printed book but they may be prepared to read on their mobile phone, tablet or computer.  

The Reading Agency has a unique database of over 700 recommended reads for young people and 

adults with low literacy searchable by reading level on its website for Challenge participants at 

www.readingagency.org.uk/sixbookchallenge  

8. New readers need support to find their way to books such as the Quick Reads or titles at a much 

lower level which are designed to help build reading skills, confidence and enjoyment.  This can 

often best be provided through the input of a professional librarian or tutor but also someone who 

has gone through a similar journey, eg peer partnership in prisons, buddy reading in colleges, 

benefiting the mentor as well as the mentee. 

9. We have evidence that our Six Book Challenge scheme can be used effectively in several ways to: 

a. engage people at all levels of literacy from the lowest to try reading text and enjoy it for 

the first time and encourage them to write about it in a reading diary; 

b. get them thinking about how they could improve their skills further; 

c. support their formal education on courses ranging from Supported Learning, Foundation 

Learning and Functional Skills to pre-GCSE; 

d. progress to other reading activity such as reading groups which we know help people to 

improve their speaking and listening skills as well as their reading skills. 

10. Tutors report improved reading comprehension, vocabulary, grammar and communication  skills as 

a result of involvement in the Six Book Challenge.  College principals confirm the impact on 

attainment, eg Jack Carney, Principal of The Manchester College, which had 281 Challenge 

completers in 2013: "Improving literacy skills can transform the lives of our students, opening up 

the opportunities available to them. There is no doubt that the Six Book Challenge enriches learning 

opportunities, builds confidence and improves reading and writing styles, alongside developing life 

skills. We have already seen our students achieve great results through the Six Book Challenge at 

the College over the last two years and we look forward to continuing this success."   

11. Ofsted has remarked upon the role of the Six Book Challenge in encouraging and supporting young 

men in their reading: “Library staff working closely with curriculum teams have succeeded in getting 

more than 600 students involved in the ‘Six Book Challenge’, which is having a positive impact on 

students’ reading skills; the number of male students involved in this project has increased 

significantly over time. “  Northampton College inspection report, February 2013 

12. Trade union officials have endorsed use of the Six Book Challenge as a trigger for formal education, 

eg  Martyn Warwick, Usdaw lifelong learning national coordinator:  "The Six Book Challenge is a key 

way in which Usdaw union learning representatives can promote literacy in the workplace. 

Encouraging people to read and improve their skills is an excellent way of leading people into more 

formal literacy courses. This link between the informal and formal kinds of learning in the workplace 

is one of the key elements around Usdaw's strategy for progression and improving the literacy and 

numeracy skills of our members." 

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/sixbookchallenge
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13. Prison managers confirm the effectiveness of t he Six Book Challenge in custodial settings,  

eg  Nick Walmsley, Head of Corruption Prevention & Counter Terrorism at HMP Pentonville:  

"We are convinced that doing the Six Book Challenge encourages prisoners to come into our library 

and get back into education. And we all believe that not only does it assist prisoners whilst they are 

in prison, but that when they leave, it has a positive effect on an ex-prisoner's ability to remain an 

ex-prisoner, and not re-offend."    

14. Ninety per cent of those surveyed said they felt more confident about their reading after taking 

part in the Six Book Challenge in 2013.  This enables them to do other things: talk about their 

learning needs, read to their children and take them to the library, join a reading group, do more 

writing. There are examples of people starting a course for the first time, moving on to higher-level 

courses, applying for jobs and getting promotion.  Mohammed took part in the Six Book Challenge 

at Priestley College with the support of Warrington Libraries when he was 17 and doing a pre-GCSE 

course. He is now back at the college: “I’m here doing teaching practice for my final year at Uni. 

They say I’m on track for a First. I’ve also set up my own IT business, which is doing really well. I 

teach Arabic too. The Six Book Challenge was really important in helping me get where I am – it 

made me get to grips with reading and writing English so I could move on with my life.” 

15. Others feel that they have surmounted a problem that has been with them since school and that 

reading opens up a whole new world.  “I feel like I have got through a barrier. Now when I read a 

book, I can concentrate. I owe a lot to my tutor. Reading has given me something to focus on, and I 

really enjoy it,” explained WEA learner Linda Shaw from Huddersfield. 

Conclusions 
16. The Government is missing a trick if it does not prioritise ways in which informal activity such as 

reading for pleasure is integrated into a learner’s journey, supporting the drive towards higher 

qualifications by developing people’s motivation to learn and encouraging their skills attainment 

and progression. “The association of enjoyment and pleasure, and of self-motivated literacy 

practices, with successful learning, is a key finding for the future of basic skills strategies, whatever 

their fundamental policy drivers might be.”  Alix Green and Ursula Howard, Skills and social 

practices: making common cause (NRDC 2007) 

 
17. Government should therefore  ensure that formal education is supported by infrastructure, 

professionals and volunteers in order for reading for pleasure to be fully utilised and recognised as 

a key component of adult learning policy and practice. We work closely with others using the same 

evidence base to promote reading for pleasure (eg  Niace, Quick Reads, Arts Council, BBC Learning, 

National Literacy Trust, Booktrust) and we need to continue to collaborate to build on the 

successful impact of our activity to date.  Wider investment in and promotion of programmes such 

as the Six Book Challenge will help more adults to improve their literacy levels and become  lifelong 

readers and learners.    

 


