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Introduction
This year marked the 20th anniversary of the Summer Reading Challenge. Since 1999, The
Reading Agency, in partnership with Libraries Connected and UK public libraries, has been
developing and delivering one of the biggest annual reading for pleasure promotions for
children.
Each summer, children use their summer holidays to read at least six books, all borrowed from
the public library. They receive special incentives each time they finish a book and everyone
who completes the Challenge receives a certificate and/or medal.
The Summer Reading Challenge is free and open to all children aged 4 to 11. Public libraries
work with schools and other organisations in the local community to encourage children to take
part. Library staff and teenage and adult volunteers support children throughout their summer
reading journey. Many libraries also run a Mini Challenge for pre-schoolers.
In celebration of the 50th anniversary of the first moon landing, the theme for the 2019
Challenge was Space Chase. Many participating libraries marked the theme with special
activities, for example, by hosting launch parties and science events, running rocket-building
competitions, and by linking up with major museums and educational organisations such as the
National Space Centre.
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Highlights
722,731 children participated in the 2019 Challenge (a 2.6% rise on the previous year).
This included…

45% of readers were boys
1
and 54% were girls
Over 2.5 million books were read
in total

36,399
in Scotland

The Challenge ran in 95% of
library authorities in England,
Wales and Scotland, as well as 21
countries overseas. Overall,
3,420 UK libraries took part.

37,469
in Wales

9,975 volunteers devoted their
time and expertise

628,873
in England

432,282 people (both children and
their families) attended 19,894
library events

4,290 in Crown Dependencies
15,700 overseas through Army
Libraries and the British Council.

Our research with libraries, parents/carers and children found that participation in the
Summer Reading Challenge makes a difference by…

@@ encouraging the development of reading skills and learning
@@ helping to build more connected families and communities
@@ contributing to positive health and wellbeing
1

1% prefer not to say and <1% described their gender in another way
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Children and Family Engagement

685,554 children participated
in the main Challenge (for
4-11 year olds) and 37,177 in
the Mini Challenge (under 4s)

410,564 children completed
the Challenge of reading six
books or more
Half (50%) of children who
took part were aged between 4
and 7, whilst 39% were aged
between 8 and 11
Over half of participants (66%)
had taken part in the Challenge
previously (44% of which
multiple times) and 34% were
completing it for the first time

We conduct an annual Family Survey
to find out more about the experiences
of the families that take part, focusing
on the impact of the Summer Reading
Challenge. Parents or carers are asked
to complete the survey with their child,
discussing the answers together as
necessary. The Space Chase family
survey was completed by 1,418
respondents, representing 87% of
participating library authorities.
The findings from our Family Survey
are explored in the following sections
of this report, alongside data collected
from our survey of participating library
authorities.

I think it gives children motivation to keep up with their reading over the holidays,
II
and helps parents encourage their children. I like the fact that a variety of books
can be read so we always get a balance between fiction and nonfiction. We will be
doing the summer reading challenge every year for as long as we can."
[Parent/carer of boy, 8-9]

Good to keep my brain going even though I'm not in school."
II
[Boy, 10-11]
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Impact on Children and Families - Reading Skills and Learning
Why is this needed?
Reading skills and confidence have a
profound effect on a young person’s quality
of life and life chances. Research states that
children who enjoy reading at age 10 have a
reading age of 15 months higher than those
who do not enjoy reading, a gap that only
2
increases with age. In addition, children
who regularly read for pleasure at ages
10 and 16 gain higher results in maths,
vocabulary and spelling tests at age 16 than
3
those who read less regularly.

The difference we make
The Summer Reading Challenge encourages
children to develop their reading skills
and confidence as well as supporting
learning over the summer break from
school. Results from our Family Survey
indicate that the opportunity to contribute
to children’s learning in a fun way through
the Summer Reading Challenge is highly
valued by parents/carers, with 91% deeming
it extremely or very important that the
Challenge maintains or improves reading
level over the summer holidays and 94%
saying that it’s extremely or very important
that the Challenge promotes reading just for
fun.

Parent/carer respondents to our
family survey reported that their
4
child or children…

read more over the summer
(73%)
read different types of books
(68%)
felt more confident about
reading (61%)

enjoyed reading more (59%)

Fun, interesting, good variety of
II
newer books there. […] I also
picked books that were different to
what I would usually read as I knew
if it wasn't for me I could always
pick another. It was really good this
summer."
[Boy, 10-11]
I liked it and it made me read more
II
books."

2

[Girl, 10-11]

Clark and Teravainen (2017) Celebrating Reading for Enjoyment: Findings from our Annual Literacy Survey 2016, National
Literacy Trust, p. 15

3

Sullivan and Brown (2013) Social inequalities in cognitive scores at age 16: The role of reading
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Total percentage of combined parent/carer responses of ‘a lot more’ and ‘a bit more’
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These changes were further highlighted by parents/carers in the open responses to our survey:
I’ve struggled for a long time to
II
encourage my daughter to read
and enjoy reading, she is a bit
behind because of a hearing issue.
The summer challenge was a
huge incentive which boosted her
confidence and now she’s happy to
read and is enjoying books. Just
perfect."
[Parent/carer of girl, 8-9]
I really enjoy everything the summer
II
reading challenge offers, if it wasn’t
for the SRC my children probably
wouldn’t pick up a book during
the holidays and continue to be on
track when they return to school. It
has also shown my 3yr old how fun
reading can be, she has asked for
a book on every visit and been very
eager for us to read together when
we are home."
[Parent/carer of girl, 8-9]

Expanding formats:
e-books and audiobooks
The Family Survey also reported
that participants are increasingly
using technology to aid their
reading activity, such as listening
to audiobooks (13%) and reading
e-books or using book apps (8%).
The importance of valuing a variety
of reading formats was reflected in
survey comments as well:
III loved it as I love to read lots of
kinds of stories. And we got to
do the audio books in the car in
France which was brilliant!"
(Girl, aged 6-7)
IIMy son loves reading and it was
good fun to collect rewards
along the way, he also liked
that different types of books
and ways to read counted as
they don’t count e-books at his
school."
(Parent/carer of boy, 6-7)
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Volunteering and Wider Cultural Engagement
The development of skills and learning as a result of the Summer Reading
Challenge extends beyond reading itself. The parallel volunteer element
provides opportunities for young people to gain skills and work experience
beneficial to further education, community engagement and employment.

1,529 libraries used volunteers
Total of 9,975 volunteers (39% aged 13-15, 25% aged 16-19 and 30%
aged 24+)
Young people aged 12-24 completed 90,990 hours of volunteering

787 young people used their Summer Reading Challenge hours to achieve
accreditation for the volunteering section of The Duke of Edinburgh’s
Award.
Many of our participants use their experience in the Challenge to
contribute to accreditation for other awards:

639 children collected stamps for their Children’s University passport.
303 children achieved their Arts Award Discover. A specially designed
booklet encouraged children to record and reflect upon their artistic and
creative experiences related to the Challenge in order to gain the award.
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Impact on Children and Families - Connected Communities
Why is this needed?
Studies have found that reading for pleasure
enhances empathy, understanding of the
self, and the ability to understand one’s own
5
and others’ identities.
The importance of family reading is
invaluable as well: Research indicates that
children who participated in shared reading
with a parent/carer have better behaviour
and social and emotional skills than those
6
who did not.

family members read to children

The difference we make

80% said they listened to their

The Summer Reading Challenge brings
families together through reading, as well
as offering a rich variety of free creative
events. These free events give children
and families the chance to connect
with others in a community setting and
counteract potential social isolation. In
2019, over 430,000 children and their
families attended almost 20,000 library
events.
In addition to challenging children to
continue reading over the summer holidays,
the Summer Reading Challenge offers an
opportunity for families to read together,
building confidence in social interactions
and strengthening family bonds.

79% of respondents to our Family Survey
said it’s extremely or very important that the
Challenge is something for all the family to
take part in.
5
6

Results from our Family Survey indicate
that a range of family and social reading
activities took place as a result of
participating in the Challenge:

84% said that their child talked
more about books

82% reported that parents or

child reading

67% reported talking more
about books and reading as a
family

I loved it as it gave me some mummy
II
time looking at books together."
[girl, aged 8-9]
The reading challenge was brilliant for
II
all the family because we visited the
library together, read together and
took part in the online activities. My
youngest son took out his own book
he had chosen himself after watching
his big brother during the reading
challenge."
[Parent/carer of boy, 2, and boy, 6-7]

Billington (2015) Reading between the Lines: the Benefits of Reading for Pleasure, Quick Reads, University of Liverpool
Xie et al. (2018), Psychosocial Effects of Parent-Child Book Reading Interventions: A Meta-Analysis, Pediatrics, 141(4)
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Impact on Children and Families - Health and Wellbeing
Why is this needed?
Research has found that children who are
most engaged with reading are three times
likelier to have higher levels of wellbeing
than children who are least engaged with
7
reading and writing.

The difference we make
The Challenge’s combination of fun, freedom
and creativity impacts not just on children’s
reading behaviour and motivation, but also
on their confidence. Talking about books
and reading helps children to exercise
their speech and language skills, to
understand and reflect on what they’ve read
and to build their wider confidence.
A common theme emerging from qualitative
responses to our Family Survey is the
ability of the Summer Reading Challenge
to promote children’s wellbeing through
engagement with reading for pleasure,
and particularly its role in increasing selfconfidence:

I liked the stickers and feel
II
proud I did it."
[Boy, 6-7]
It was a great chance for the
II
kids to choose books they would
like to read and helped bring out
their confidence when speaking
to the volunteers about what had
happened in the book. […] My
daughter is extremely shy. So
letting her in her few words talk
about something she has read
about melts my heart."
[Parent/carer of girl, 4-5]
Getting my child to describe
II
the story to a volunteer really
improves his confidence and
ensures comprehension of the
story he read, which ties in with
what school are encouraging."
[Parent/carer of boy, 4-5]

I very much appreciate and support the summer reading challenge. It shows
II
children that books can be an escape and can improve mental health and wellbeing
(and that's before we delve into the educational benefits!). Thank you for providing
it each year, and please continue to do so!"
[Teacher and parent of two girls]

7

Clark and Teravainen-Goff (2018) Mental wellbeing, reading and writing: How children and young people’s mental wellbeing is related
to their reading and writing experiences, National Literacy Trust
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Building the library audience
3,420 UK public libraries took part
14,794,982 books issued
94,258 children joined the library
as new members (and 7% of adults
responding to our Family Survey
reported becoming a new library
member themselves as well!)
Really good - encouraged us to
II
join the library and opened up
the possibility of new books."
[Parent/carer of girl, 6-7]

The library is the prime point of entry
to the Challenge for families: 68% of
respondents to our Family Survey reported
first hearing about the Summer Reading
Challenge through their local library. Other
respondents reported first hearing about the
Challenge at school (45%) or on social
media (20%).
Family encounters with the library as part of
the Challenge had a measurable impact on
the frequency of library use. According to
respondents to our Family Survey:

80% reported using the library more over the
summer

66% plan to continue using the library more
The Summer Reading Challenge is delivered
in partnership with public libraries as a
core component of The Reading Agency’s
and Libraries Connected’s Universal Library
Reading Offer. The Universal Library
Reading Offer provides diverse and inclusive
reading resources and supports programmes
and experiences for children and adults to
create excitement around reading.
The Summer Reading Challenge also
delivers against the Association of Senior
Children’s and Education Librarians’
(ASCEL) Children and Young People’s
Promise, which pledges that every child
and young person visiting a public library
is inspired by an exciting accessible
environment which makes reading for
pleasure irresistible.

than before
The value of public libraries as the site of
the Summer Reading Challenge was further
highlighted in comments from children and
parents/carers:
Fantastic! A fantastic challenge to engage
II
children to visit the library and read over the
summer holidays. We all really enjoyed going
to the library and choosing books and reading
them together. […] The librarians were also
really welcoming, friendly and thoughtful and
related well to all of my children."
[Parent/carer of girl, 6-7]
It was really good, I liked taking my own
II
books out with my library card."
[Boy, 6-7]
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Impact of Libraries - Cultural and creative enrichment
Through the Universal Library Reading
Offer, libraries work to build a literate
and confident society by delivering and
promoting reading activities like the
Summer Reading Challenge. In line with
the aim of increasing reading and literacy,
libraries worked closely with schools in their
local communities to promote the Challenge.
Library staff visited 8,603 schools and
shared our digital schools pack with 11,419
schools.
School engagement was clearly valued
by families, with 61% of respondents to
our Family Survey finding it extremely
or very important that the Challenge is
recommended by the school. This was
further highlighted in comments from
parents/carers:
The library gets lots of children
II
through the door and the children talk
about it when the library staff visit
the school."
[Parent/carer of girl, 6-7]
The significance of libraries offering a
variety of incentives and rewards for children
to take part in the Challenge cannot be
underestimated. 82% of respondents to our
Family Survey noted that it was extremely
or very important to collect rewards as part
of the Summer Reading Challenge, and this
was an area particularly valued by our child
participants.

Comments from children overwhelmingly
highlighted their excitment at the
opportunity to collect stickers or to achieve
a certificate or medal. Many parents/carers
echoed their children’s comments, often
noting that rewards were a key motivator for
their children to complete the Challenge:
My child was much more engaged
II
doing this challenge than trying to
get her to read the books school send
home. I think this is because she got
to choose her own books and ones
which she would enjoy. Her motivation
for completing it was the medal and
presentation at the end so she could
proudly show this off at school."
[Parent/carer of girl, 4-5]
I liked the activities when you find
II
pictures around the library and
getting stickers when you finish
books. I like reading a lot of the story
and fact books and didn’t know poetry
ones can be good too. I love getting
the medals the best."
[Boy, 8-9]
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Impact of Libraries - Stronger and more resilient communities
Public libraries enable children and families
to access and participate in diverse, quality
literacy and cultural experiences within the
local community, including the Summer
Reading Challenge. The value of the
partnership between public libraries and
The Reading Agency is clearly evidenced
through comments on our Family Survey,
with many noting the importance of the
Summer Reading Challenge taking place
in an environment that is free, local, and
accessible to everyone in the community.

91% of respondents to our Family Survey
considered it extremely or very important
that the Challenge is a free activity.
Libraries strengthen and connect
communities by serving the diverse needs of
individuals and groups within the local area.
As part of the Summer Reading Challenge
this year, libraries targeted a range of
different groups, including…

@@ Children with learning or
physical disabilities
@@ Home-educated children
@@ Looked-after children/children
in care
@@ Children with English as an
additional language
@@ Refugees and asylum
seekers
@@ Young carers
@@ Prisoner families
@@ Travellers

IIIt gives us something to do and to work towards. It’s free and fun. We talk with
everyone about the books, the library making days and everyone gets to see the medal
at the end. This is our third year and we really enjoy it. We love our library and the
staff are great too. Daughter is 12 but has invisible disability so it’s really confidence
building and it's something she can take part in and have a sense of achievement."
[Parent/carer of girl, 12+]
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Impact of Libraries - Helping everyone achieve their full potential
Every child visiting a public library enters
an exciting, accessible environment that
provides equality of opportunity. The
Summer Reading Challenge is inclusive of
all children and families, and all stages of
reading development, allowing children with
special education needs and disabilities
(SEND) to take part.
The central library event was easily
II
accessible for my daughter who
had to use a wheelchair for the
awards ceremony. The staff had also
organised the awards event really
thoughtfully so that we had a reserved
space which was fantastic and really
made us feel welcomed and valued."
[Parent/carer of girl, 6-7]
The Challenge is all about choice and puts
the child in control. There are no levels,
so children can choose whatever they want
to borrow from their library – joke books,
graphic novels, poetry, non-fiction – and
audiobooks count, too.
Children will find a range of inclusive and
diverse fiction and non-fiction books at
libraries, all suited to building their skills,
knowledge and creativity.

At the heart of the Challenge is children
choosing and sharing any books they like in
any format.
For children who struggle with print or
who are visually impaired, libraries
suggest alternatives. Also, the free RNIB
Library Service (which covers Braille, Giant
Print and Talking Books) is often used to
borrow books for the Summer Reading
Challenge and throughout the year, and
most libraries can help with this.
Library services are increasingly aware
of the needs of children with autism and
some libraries run dedicated Autism
Friendly sessions.
Brilliant! It helped my son, who has
II
high functioning autism, focus on
something over the holidays. We
spent lots of days out on adventures,
but read on an evening, and he loved
collecting his medal."
[Parent/carer of boy 10-11]
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Benefits of a National Programme
Each year, The Reading Agency promotes
the Summer Reading Challenge through
a national press and PR campaign. To
complement our Challenge theme of Space
Chase, this year’s press and PR campaign
was called Make Space for Reading. As
part of this campaign, The Reading Agency
ran a nationwide survey that identified the
anxiety some parents/carers feel over filling
time during the summer holidays. To help
ease this anxiety, we highlighted the benefits
of the Challenge as a free and fun activity
for families to take part in and encouraged
children and families to build their own
reading dens. We also produced a Space
Chase-themed video trailer, an anniversary
message video, and call-to-action videos
from Adam Stower, Cressida Cowell and
Konnie Huq.

The Reading Agency secured Konnie Huq
as an ambassador for this year’s Challenge
and had coverage in national and regional
outlets as well as on BBC syndicated radio
and Scala Radio. This year we were able to
get a sense of the national impact of the
Challenge and the strength of our brand
through our media monitoring system. Due
to local efforts, and press, the Challenge is
also able to secure a consistent stream of
local and regional coverage.
In June, The Reading Agency hosted our
annual MP engagement event at Portcullis
House: 37 MPs attended and received books
for their library service, photos and a press
release. Press releases were also sent to a
further 47 MPs.
To mark the Summer Reading Challenge's
th
20 anniversary, we collected a series of
case studies from library staff, volunteers
and past participants.

Press & PR
@@ National coverage including The Guardian, Daily Express,
The Sun and Scala Radio
@@ Pieces of regional coverage including the Evening Standard,
Cambridge News and Belfast Telegraph
@@ Support from celebrities and influences including Stephen Fry,
Cressida Cowell, Michael Rosen and blogger Boo Roo and Tigger
Too
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We held a national launch party at The
British Library: guest speakers included
Joseph Coelho, Dr. Maggie AderinPocock, Michael Rosen and Lord Ashton
of Hyde (for DCMS). Cressida Cowell,
the new Children’s Laureate, was also in
attendance.

The Challenge was featured in
MoneySavingExpert and children/
parenting publications including
Raring2Go, The School Run, Scoop
Magazine, Mumsnet, Gransnet and
LoveReading, in addition to a number of
trade press outlets and RNIB radio.

The Summer Reading Challenge 2019
launch event for Wales was held at
Newtown Library, organised by Books Council
of Wales and attended by Lord Elis-Thomas,
Deputy Minister for Culture, Sport and
Tourism.

We received cross-promotional support
from people and organisations like Jen
Campbell, The Literary Edit, National
Literacy Trust, the Department for Education,
Beano, The Society of Authors, DCMS
Libraries, and RNIB. We also worked with
a range of influencers and bloggers,
including Parent Talk, Parenting without
Tears, Boo Roo and Tigger Too, Book Axe and
Mumologist.

The Reading Agency worked with Housing
Associations, Luton Football Club,
Westfield London and Stratford to increase
the presence of the Summer Reading
Challenge. We also engaged organisations
including Twinkl, Teach First, and the
Greater London Authority who promoted
the Challenge and promotional resources to
teachers within their networks.
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Summer Reading Challenge website
In May, the Space Chase theme went live on the Summer Reading Challenge
website. We posted theme-related blogs, linking to book collection titles
and Space Chase characters, videos and a poll. We used these blog posts to
encourage children to chat, make book recommendations, and write book
reviews.
Each of the Summer Reading Challenge collectible sticker sheets featured
a code that could be entered online to unlock additional content, including
virtual badges, a ‘How to draw’ video from Adam Stower and a ‘hidden’ prize
draw. As in previous years, website users could unlock additional virtual
progress badges for rating and reviewing books online.
We also ran four Space Chase competitions: Space for Reading; a drawing
competition; Spot the Difference; and a poetry contest, in addition to
promotions developed with our publisher partners. The Reading Agency secured
a signed Tim Peake book from STEM Learning and space beanbags from Peters
as competition prizes. Children designed 1056 aliens and wrote 190 Space
Poems.

73,954 titles were added to The Reading Agency's Book
Sorter (our online tool to help children to pick a book to
read) and 33,750 book reviews were posted.
Almost 1.8 million visits to our websites by almost
200,000 users.
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Consultation with children and families
The Summer Reading Challenge values the
voices and expertise of our child participants.
The Reading Agency work closely with
children and families every year to help us
develop the look and feel of the Challenge.
Adam Stower, the guest illustrator for 2019,
was selected in 2017 through consultation
with children and families in libraries. Each
library service was sent digital mood boards
featuring 4-5 illustrators and The Reading
Agency provided a framework for engaging
children’s responses to preferred illustrators.
Adam Stower was the clear favourite and was
commissioned for 2019.

We also ran workshops in Brighton’s
Jubilee Library and at the Edinburgh
Book Festival. These sessions were led
by Adam Stower and focused on theme,
narrative and characterisation. Running
workshops during the Challenge has many
benefits: Children can actively participate in
creative discussions from the vantage point
of understanding how the Challenge works,
and often feel excited at the opportunity to
see their ideas brought to life in the library
the next summer.

Thank you to all of our friends and partners, including....

Libraries Connected, the Association of Senior Children’s and Education
Librarians (ASCEL), Arts Council England, Books Council of Wales, Welsh
Government, British Council, School Library Association, RNIB, Youth
Libraries Group, Adam Stower, UK Space Agency (UKSA), STEM Learning
Ltd., the Science and Technology Facilities Council (STFC), and all the
children's publishers who support the Challenge.

