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Overview 
The Summer Reading Challenge in libraries is the UK’s leading reading for pleasure programme for 

primary aged children. In 2013 it inspired 784,684 children to read throughout the summer holidays.  

The Challenge’s combination of fun, freedom, and creativity impacts significantly on children’s 

reading levels, range, motivation and confidence.  UKLA research1 showed that taking part in the 

Challenge helps prevent the summer dip in literacy skills, which is particularly damaging for 

disadvantaged children.  

It also motivates children to read more independently and often, and inspires boys to read outside 

the classroom (only 1 in 4 boys read outside class every day2 ).  It involves the whole family in reading 

and a rich variety of free creative events. Participating children also build their writing and social 

skills, especially confidence in speaking. 

Libraries’ support for reading has never been more badly needed and the Challenge has a key role to 

play in helping reverse alarming trends. The 2013 OECD skills survey3 showed that England’s 16-24 

year-olds rank 22nd out of 24 countries in terms of literacy skills.  

The importance of the Summer Reading Challenge’s support for reading is brought into sharp focus 

by the 2013 Institute of Education research4 which clearly demonstrated the power of reading for 

pleasure to improve children’s cognitive development and educational attainment. 

 

  

                                                           

1
 Summer Reading Challenge Impact Research Report, UKLA, 2009 

2
 Boy’s Reading Commission, National Literacy Trust, 2012 

3
 OECD Survey of Adult Skills  2013: www.oecd.org/site/piaac/  

4
 Institute of Education 2013: http://www.ioe.ac.uk/newsEvents/89938.html  

“My son was lacking in confidence in his reading.  Taking part in the Summer Reading Challenge 
has made the difference, he is now reading with confidence, fluency and most importantly, 

enthusiasm! Participating in the challenge gave him the motivation to begin reading for pleasure, 
not just because school required him to. Thank you so much” 

Parent of 6 year old boy 

 
Beryl, 9, Solihull  

http://www.oecd.org/site/piaac/
http://www.ioe.ac.uk/newsEvents/89938.html
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How it works  
The annual Summer Reading Challenge is organised by independent charity The Reading Agency and 

happens in public libraries throughout the UK, running in 98% of local authorities. The 2013 theme 

was Creepy House, illustrated by award winning Chris Riddell. 

Children are invited to read six books during the summer holiday.  They join at their local library and 

receive a special collector’s poster to get them started.  There are stickers to collect along the way, 

and a medal and certificate at the end. The website, www.summerreadingchallenge.org.uk , offers 

inspiration from authors and crowd-sourced book recommendations through the Book sorter and is 

now a year round resource.  

A growing number of young people now volunteer in their local library to support the children doing 

the Challenge. These Reading Activists are positive role models, whilst building their own confidence, 

love of reading, well being and pre-employment skills 5. In 2013 over 5,000 volunteers aged 11 to 24 

supported the Challenge.  

Value for money  
The costs of the Summer Reading Challenge are shared by public libraries across the country. It costs 

less than £1 per child to take part. Its effectiveness and demonstrable value for money means that, 

despite tough times, the Challenge will continue in 2014 and for many years beyond.  

2013 Results  
 In 2013 overall UK participation in the Summer Reading Challenge  was up 9% 

 777,973 children registered to take part at their local library (44% were boys) 

 447,116 children completed the Challenge by reading six books (43% were boys) 

 A further 6,711 under 4’s took part in the Challenge, using  the specially produced 

Summer Reading Challenge Early Years material 

 Internationally, the Summer Reading Challenge  reached a further 25,405 children who 

participated though the British Council (12,060)  and in Eire/ Republic of Ireland (13,345) 

 At least 66,760 children joined the library as new members during the Challenge this 

summer 

 To date over 1,000 children used the Summer Reading Challenge for Arts Award Discover6 

across 53 authorities in England (this figure will increase as children finish their Arts Award 

in the autumn term) 

Increasingly, the Challenge is being used by libraries and schools to target children most in need of 

support with reading. 

2014 plans  
The 2014 Summer Reading Challenge will be called Mythical Maze, and illustrated by Sarah McIntyre.  

                                                           

5
 Summer Reading Challenge Volunteering Report, The Reading Agency, 2012 

6
 www.artsaward.org.uk/srcdiscover  

http://www.summerreadingchallenge.org.uk/
http://www.artsaward.org.uk/srcdiscover
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Engaging Schools and Teachers 

“The active encouragement of reading for pleasure should be a core part of every child’s curriculum 

entitlement” Ofsted’s Moving English Forward 2012  

“All pupils must be encouraged to read widely…to establish an appreciation and love of reading” 

National Curriculum for English - 2012 

“Children who take part in the Summer Reading Challenge return to school enthused about reading, 

motivated and ready to learn ” Teacher  

From 2014 onwards schools will be encouraged to include the programme in their reading for 

pleasure strategies.  Ideas in development include a group of Champion Heads to advocate for the 

Challenge to increase participation, awards for successful participating schools, using the Summer 

Reading Challenge towards achieving an Arts Award.  Schools could also consider using Pupil 

Premium funding to include the Challenge in their Summer School programmes. 

The Cabinet Office has provided a Social Action Fund grant to The Reading Agency to increase the 

participation of young volunteers. New roles will be developed, including ambassador roles in 

primary and secondary schools. 

Partnerships  

The Summer Reading Challenge’s national approach helps The Reading Agency attract major partners 

and support. The 2013 Challenge was supported through partnerships with the BBC, the Times 

Education Supplement, UKLA, National Association of Teachers of English, Children’s University, 

RNIB, Arts Council England Bridge Organisations, Trinity College London (who manage Arts Award in 

association with Arts Council England), Arts Council England, British Council, All Party Parliamentary 

Group for Libraries.   

Arts Award and the Summer Reading Challenge 

The Reading Agency worked with the Arts Council’s Bridge Organisations to use the Challenge as a 

platform to encourage participation in Arts Award Discover. For 2014, we are building on this and 

exploring more collaboration with schools and libraries working together to help children and young 

volunteers achieve Arts Awards.  

Trinity College London (who manage Arts Award) now offers Arts Award throughout the UK so more 

Scottish and Welsh libraries will be able to use the Challenge to help children achieve Arts Awards in 

summer 2014  
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Further information on children’s literacy and enjoyment of reading  

Literacy and life chances  

The Summer Reading Challenge harnesses the power of reading for pleasure to improve children’s 

life chances.  Children who enjoy reading are more likely to score highly on reading assessments than 

those who don’t7 and those who use libraries are twice as likely to be above average readers.8 

Reading for pleasure is a more important determinant of children’s educational success than their 

family’s socio-economic status9. Reading for pleasure is the only out-of-school activity demonstrably 

linked to securing managerial or professional jobs10   

 A person with poor literacy is more likely to live in a non-working household, live in 

overcrowded housing and is less likely to vote.11  

 70% of pupils permanently excluded from school have difficulties in basic literacy skills 

and 48% of the prison population has difficulties in basic literacy skills12   

 Only 40% of England’s ten year olds have a positive attitude to reading. The figure for Italy 

is 64% and 58% for Germany13 

 

 

 

                                                           

7
 PIRLS, 2009 

8
 National Literacy Trust, 2011 

9
 OECD 2002; Oxford University 2011 

10  
University of Oxford, 2011  

11
 National Literacy Trust, 2010 

12
 Literacy Changes Lives – The role of literacy in offending behaviour, National Literacy Trust, 2011 

13
 PIRLS, 2009  


