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Executive Summary 
Reading Hack is an innovative Reading Agency 

programme working with young people aged 13-

24 to bring together reading-inspired activity, 

volunteering roles and peer-to-peer reading 

advocacy. The programme is funded by the Paul 

Hamlyn Foundation and builds on the Reading 

Agency’s longstanding work with young people 

through Summer Reading Challenge and Reading 

Activists, bringing these programmes under one 

umbrella and developing a new stream of reading 

inspired activity. The programme has also 

expanded the scope of the Reading Agency’s work with young people to include a wider age group, 

strengthen organisational involvement and expand the demographic target.  

Reading Hack aims to get young people enthused about reading by making it relevant to their 

passions and motivations while also supporting their personal and skills development. Through its 

youth-led approach, Reading Hack in its first year has already begun to offer a range of opportunities 

for young people to get involved and have a say in the direction and development of activities that 

aligns with their interests. This experience fits strongly in to the priorities of the Arts Council’s 

Quality Principles for quality work with young people, particularly around creating authentically 

youth-led and youth-owned opportunities to engage with arts and culture. Reading Hack is also 

providing year round volunteering opportunities aligned with local needs and priorities, which builds 

on principles identified by the Cabinet Office and Young Foundation in creating youth social action 

opportunities that focus on the double benefit to individuals and communities. 

Reading Hack is also aligned to the Society of Chief Librarians Universal Offer priorities. The 

Universal Offers demonstrate a need to provide relevant reading opportunities for young people that 

can be shaped by local priority. Reading Hack is well positioned in this respect as it is flexible to local 

contexts and encourages young people to help 

innovate the role and relevance of reading and 

libraries in a fast-paced changing society.  

The Office for Public Management was 

commissioned to undertake a three year 

evaluation of Reading Hack. This report 

discusses our findings from the first year of 

fieldwork, which involved speaking with 

Reading Hack participants, library staff and 

other stakeholders in four diverse case study 

locations – Croydon, Manchester, 

Staffordshire and Telford & Wrekin. We also 

discuss and incorporate survey findings from 

young people and libraries across the 53 

participating library authorities.    

“I feel like doing this 
makes you want to help 
other people realise that 
reading is actually fun.”    

– Reading Hack 
participant 

“It will definitely benefit the 

library. If they get into reading 

when they’re young then by the 

time they’re older it will be 

ingrained in them and the library 

will continue to be a valuable 

resource.” – Library staff 
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1
 This includes Summer Reading Challenge volunteers and participants.  

Headline national figures & findings 

Surveys results and fieldwork show that Reading Hack is popular 

and growing quickly in its first year, suggesting the programme 

offers a unique opportunity for young people aged 13-24 to access 

year-round volunteering, skills development and engagement. 

 

In its first year of delivery, 53 library authorities signed up as 

delivery partners and delivered approximately 1,800 Reading Hack 

events in 621 local libraries. Of these events, 26% happened in 

areas of social deprivation. Across these authorities, 5,686 young 

people took part as ‘Reading Hackers’ with 9,619 young people 

participating in events. That equates to an average of 107 

volunteers per Local Authority area engaging an average of 181 

other young people in activities.
1
  As the programme develops, it 

is also aiming to put a framework in place to record and accredit the 

skills young people gain and the outcomes they achieve, and to 

foster tools they can use to help them build their CVs and showcase 

their achievements. 

 

Young people across the country described how being 

involved in Reading Hack presents them with opportunities to 

develop their skills and confidence, and in turn how this could 

improve their future prospects. The Reading Hack experience 

was seen by many as taking a step towards the world of 

employment. They also felt Reading Hack provided 

opportunities for socialising, making friends and working in 

teams with different people. Specifically, several young people 

felt Reading Hack had already given them opportunities to 

develop relationships with others outside their comfort zone 

(outside their normal school environment) including experience 

interacting with peers, parents and younger children.  

 

Reading hackers spoke about how fun the experience was, as 

well as how positive it felt to be productive and be contributing to 

‘something useful.’ The programme’s focus on young people’s 

leadership, from developing an idea through to implementing and 

delivering it, has helped participants to recognise their self-worth 

and feel more confident in their ability to take initiative. 

 On 

average, 

76% of 

young 

people strongly agreed 

that they have gained new 

skills through their Reading 

Hack experience, including 

skills in planning, creativity 

and leadership. 

 

 Around 

71% of 

participants 

felt that 

Reading Hack had a highly 

positive impact on their 

confidence levels. 

 

Roughly 

65% agreed 

that their 

involvement 

in Reading 

Hack had made them want 

to read more.  

 

Nearly 84% 

strongly 

agreed that 

Reading 

Hack had encouraged 

them to continue 

volunteering (both in their 

local library and in other 

community organisations). 
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Emerging trends and impact from the case studies 

Young people (aged 13-24) told us:   

 Reading Hack has significantly impacted their 

confidence in themselves and their ability to 

apply their skills in ways in which they feel they 

are making a positive contribution to their 

community; 

 Many young people felt that the Reading Hack 

experience would look good on their CV and 

help them in interviews for further education 

and jobs as they would have concrete 

examples of skills they had developed; 

 Reading Hack is expanding young people’s 

reading horizons (genre, medium), but is not 

necessarily influencing their attitudes towards 

reading (reading for pleasure, influencing how 

much they read) given that attitudes to reading 

were already very positive amongst most participants we spoke with;  

 Many young people felt that their involvement in Reading Hack had made them feel more 

positively about volunteering and more engaged with their local community. 

 Reading Hack expands young people’s sense of what’s available to them in libraries and 

increases their sense of ownership over library space. 

Library staff told us: 

 Reading Hack has enabled libraries to reach out to a larger number of young people than 

would otherwise be possible by increasing capacity and supporting libraries to have a year 

round volunteering offer for young people for the first time. 

 Young people and staff spoke about how Reading Hack was making libraries seem more 

appealing and fun, as well as highlighting to young people the different opportunities that 

libraries offer. 

 The four case study areas have not been able to specifically reach young people from more 

disadvantaged backgrounds, although some events have taken place in socially deprived 

areas. For libraries in the first year, the focus has been on getting the programme up and 

running with the intention of involving hard-to-reach groups in the future.  

 Youth led activity in libraries is becoming more normalised with Reading Hack. However, 

although staff and young people do feel that young participants have a greater say now in how 

to run activities, this has not yet led to them feeling they have more say and ownership in how 

the library is run as a whole. 

Telford & Wrekin 

Manchester 

Staffordshire 

Croydon 
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We also heard about a number of challenges… 

 Some young people found it difficult knowing how to recruit other young people to take part in 

an activity or event they were running and were anxious about developing ideas for new 

projects or activities on their own; 

 In some areas, a wide range of ages  has benefited the programme where older participants 

take on roles coordinating younger members; while in other areas there have been tensions 

between young people at different stages of development because they have opposing goals 

or visions for the group;  

 Library staff face a challenge of determining how to support and build momentum for the 

programme, while still ensuring young people have ownership and lead the direction of 

development; 

 Where libraries are experiencing restructuring and rotating staff, it can be difficult to get staff to 

engage and support Reading Hackers. Many staff feel Reading Hack is something that adds to 

their workload.  

Libraries have found it hard to target young people from more disadvantaged backgrounds or those 

who are disengaged from reading. Some activities have been offered in socially deprived areas, but 

there are very few specific strategies in place to engage specifically with vulnerable groups.
2
  

 

So what’s next… 

In the coming year, we will expand our fieldwork to explore in more depth these 

impacts and challenges. As the programme moves into its second year, it will be 

particularly interesting to track how the impact changes or is maintained for young 

people who continue to be involved in Reading Hack over a sustained time period.  

There are also several key lines of enquiry we suggest exploring further. This 

includes probing the difference Reading Hack makes to young people taking part 

in urban and rural areas; how the opportunity attracts and influences young people 

from disadvantaged or disengaged backgrounds; why different age groups 

participate, how they interpret the opportunity, and what motivates them to stay 

involved; and how the experience differs for boys and girls over time. Finally, it 

would be interesting to better capture the wider programme impacts in terms of 

how the programme influences young people who participate in activities run by 

Reading Hackers and how the programme works in other types of community 

organisations beyond libraries. 

Our full report explores learning and recommendations to strengthen Reading Hack in future years. 

                                                
2
 Telford & Wrekin is an exception to this finding, having received funding to develop a strategy and actively reach out to 
“harder-to-reach” groups, including looked-after children, home educated children, children with disabilities, and children 
from the travelling community. These approaches were particularly successful during the Summer Reading Challenge but 
have not necessarily been continued through to rest of its Reading Hack programme. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Reading Hack is a Reading Agency programme targeted at young people aged 13-24 that brings 

together reading-inspired activity, volunteering roles and peer-to-peer reading advocacy. The 

programme aims to get young people enthused about reading by making it relevant to their passions 

and motivations alongside supporting their personal and skills development.  

The Anniversary Gift from the Paul Hamlyn Foundation has given The Reading Agency the 

opportunity to create and develop Reading Hack, which expands its work on the Summer Reading 

Challenge volunteering (SRCv) and Reading Activists to include a wider age group and demographic 

of young people while developing their love of reading, confidence and sense of agency. For 

organisations, the programme additionally aims to support wider organisational transformation 

through enhancing partnerships with libraries and other youth and cultural sector partners, and 

equipping them to increase reading opportunities for young people. These aims fit well within the 

Cabinet Office’s youth social action outcomes highlighting the importance of the double benefit – to 

individuals and community. For Reading Hack this means thinking about the contribution to the 

opportunities it provides in the local area, not just at the level of the young person. These aims also fit 

strongly with the Arts Council’s Quality Principles for Work with Young People, particularly around 

creating authentically youth-led and youth-owned opportunities to engage with arts and culture. 

Reading Hack is also well placed to tackle the well documented challenges around literacy rates in 

the UK.
 
The recent Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development survey findings from its 

Programme for International Student Assessment shows that young people’s literacy in the UK still 

lags far behind most developed countries.
3
 The Read On. Get On. Campaign report states that in 

2013 a quarter of all children left primary education without reading well each year, rising to two in five 

of those children from the poorest households.
4
 Further, the reading gap between boys and girls in 

England is one of the widest in the developed world: boys are twice as likely to fall below even a very 

basic reading level.
 5

 

At a time when there is considerable momentum and policy focus around youth social action and 

literacy,
6
 the proposition of young people shaping and taking part in ‘hacks’ (reading activity, 

volunteering, advocacy) to engage with reading and gain skills, makes it both innovative and 

exceptional because:  

 It has the capacity to reach into communities across the UK through 4,000 local libraries and to 

inspire new partnerships to encourage more young people to embark on a reading journey; 

                                                
3
 https://www.oecd.org/pisa/keyfindings/pisa-2012-results-overview.pdf  

4
 https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/images/Read_On_Get_On.pdf  

5 
Holden, J (2004) Creative Reading: Young people, reading and public libraries 

6 
In July 2015, the Government announced a new £1million Youth Social Action Fund to address gaps in participation 
identified through research commissioned by the Cabinet Office.  The £1m commitment from the Cabinet Office is 
expected to be matched by non-governmental funders and will be used to create social action opportunities for young 
people across the country. 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/keyfindings/pisa-2012-results-overview.pdf
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/images/Read_On_Get_On.pdf
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 It links reading to gaining skills, creative and career experience as well as personal 

development opportunities; 

 It brings something unique and exciting to the space for young people by offering year-round 

volunteering opportunities and a route to wider community social action. 

Reading Hack also comes at a time of transition for the library sector with considerable debate 

about what a new modern library service might look like. The recent Independent Library Report 

for England by William Sieghart and an expert panel has recognised the importance of libraries as 

‘modern, safe, non-judgmental, flexible spaces, where citizens of all ages can mine the knowledge 

of the world for free, supported by the help and knowledge of the library workforce.’
7
 Reading 

Hack taps into this but must also grow in a context of constraints where the impact of public 

spending cuts and the wide range of digital tools that people use to access knowledge have been 

clearly felt across library authorities.
8 

In response to this, Reading Hack is striving to align its offer 

with the Universal Offer priorities and support libraries to deliver in ways which are accessible and 

practical.
9
 

There were ambitious targets in year one (2015-2016) aiming to involve 50 library authorities with 

25% of activities with young people taking place in areas of social deprivation. Against these targets 

in its first year of delivery, 53 library authorities signed up as delivery partners offering 

approximately 1,800 Reading Hack events in 621 local libraries. Of these events, 26% happened 

in areas of social deprivation according to the English Indices of Deprivation published by the 

Department for Communities and Local Government.
10

 

Across these libraries, nearly 5,686 young people took part as ‘Reading Hackers’ and 9,619 young 

people participated in the events offered. That equates to an average of 107 volunteers per Local 

Authority area engaging an average of 181 other young people in activities.
11

 As the programme 

develops, it will also aim to put a framework in place to record and accredit the skills young people 

gain and the outcomes they achieve, and to foster tools they can use to help them build their CVs and 

showcase their achievements. 

OPM has been commissioned by the Reading Agency to undertake an evaluation of the programme 

across its first three years of delivery. The evaluation is designed to explore the impact of Reading 

Hack on young people and organisations in order to provide insight into how to improve the 

programme going forward.  We also seek to understand what works best in engaging young people 

with reading. This report presents the main findings from the evaluation, discussing insights from the 

case study locations and integrating quantitative findings from baseline and exit surveys done with 

participating young people and the library authorities. 

                                                

7 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/388989/Independent_Library_Report-_18_December.pdf  

8
 Macdonald, L (2012)  A new chapter: Public library services in the 21

st
 century Carnegie UK Trust 

9 
The Universal Offers demonstrate a commitment to young people and a need to provide relevant, ‘irresistible’ reading opportunities for 

young people that can be shaped by local priority but be of a measurable national standard. In 2016, the five Universal Offers cover the 
key areas of service which users see as being integral to a 21st century library service: Reading, Health, Digital, Learning and Information. 

10
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/465791/English_Indices_of_Deprivation_2015_-

_Statistical_Release.pdf  
11

 In terms of digital engagement, there were also 13,329 unique visitors to temporary Reading Hack “volunteer essentials” summer 

webpages and 532 ideas posted by young people and 1,958 followers on Reading Hack Twitter feed. The new Reading Hack website 
launched in December also had 1,061 unique visitors and 77 young people set up profiles as of February 2016. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/388989/Independent_Library_Report-_18_December.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/465791/English_Indices_of_Deprivation_2015_-_Statistical_Release.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/465791/English_Indices_of_Deprivation_2015_-_Statistical_Release.pdf
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This report shares early insight and learning based on the first year of evaluation (September 2015 to 

March 2016) and co-produced national surveys. During this time, OPM undertook qualitative research 

with young people, library staff and other stakeholders in four case study locations in England – 

Staffordshire, Croydon, Telford & Wrekin and Manchester (additional background to the case 

studies is available in Appendix 2). The national survey was also jointly conducted with young people 

at the beginning and end of their experience that year and with participating library authorities. The 

final section draws together a number of formative and design recommendations to continue to 

improve and embed Reading Hack as a great opportunity for young people and organisations in the 

future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



OPM Reading Hack Interim Report 

  Page 11 of 50 

2. Evaluation: aims and activities 
 

This section outlines the process of developing a Theory of Change model for Reading Hack, as well 

as providing an overview of the evaluation activities and methodology.  

The evaluation was designed to explore the impact of Reading Hack on young people and 

organisations in order to provide insight into how to improve the programme going forward. Before 

the start of the project, OPM co-produced a Theory of Change model with stakeholders from the 

Reading Agency and libraries using a pathways to outcomes approach. This helps to provide an 

overview of the programme as a whole and how it works, encourages stakeholders to identify the 

outcomes that are most important, and develops a clear framework for gathering evidence of 

impact, with a consistent focus on those identified outcomes. The agreed outcomes for young 

people and organisations are summarised below in Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2.  

Alongside capturing this impact, the evaluation also aims to understand what works about 

Reading Hack and how it engages young people with reading. This means understanding how 

local libraries and young people are approaching the programme in different areas, and the extent 

to which it is a quality opportunity for young people to get involved with. To assess and position 

Reading Hack throughout the evaluation, we are using the Arts Council Principles of quality work 

with children and young people
12

 and Cabinet Office Principles of quality Youth Social Action
13

 

developed with the Young Foundation focusing attention on social action becoming a prominent 

part of youth culture in the UK. These principles provide a compelling narrative around the 

programme’s operation that shows to policy makers, library stakeholders and future funders how 

Reading Hack contributes to delivering public sector social policy and investment priorities.  

Figure 2.1: Outcomes for young people 

                                                

12
 http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/quality-metrics/quality-principles  

13
 http://youngfoundation.org/publications/scoping-a-quality-framework-for-youth-social-action/ ; 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-vision-for-youth-social-action-by-2020   

http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/quality-metrics/quality-principles
http://youngfoundation.org/publications/scoping-a-quality-framework-for-youth-social-action/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-vision-for-youth-social-action-by-2020
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Figure 2.2: Outcomes for organisations 

Research design 

In the first year of evaluation, the research in each case study location involved:  

 Survey data aligned with 

outcomes in the Theory of 

Change (Fig 2.1/2.2), 

collected at baseline and exit 

with young people and 

annually from participating 

library authorities; 

 Exploratory site visits to 

organisations taking part in 

Reading Hack involving 1-2-1 

interviews with library staff and 

Reading Hack participants, 

asking specific questions to 

explore their own perceptions 

and views on the programme; 

 Telephone interviews with 

young people taking part in 

Reading Hack;  

 Guided reflection focus 

groups with young people taking part in Reading Hack based around participatory activities 

such as the ‘H’ tool for evaluation, ranking scales, spectrum exercises, and visual prompts to 

make it as interactive and as fun as possible; 

Figure 2.3: Data 

collection plan 
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 A guided reflection session with SRC volunteers at the end of the summer and completing 

an ‘employability wheel’ exercise; 

 Additional interviews with relevant local partners and stakeholders. 

Based on this methodology, a bespoke set of research tools to guide data collection were developed 

by the OPM research team alongside the survey questions co-produced with the Reading Agency for 

young people and organisations. Our analysis integrates both the qualitative and quantitative data 

captured. These methods work well together in the sense that quantitative survey data provides an 

overview of impact while the qualitative data supplies deeper insight into why and how change was 

created. From the outset, both the quantitative and qualitative data collection methods were mapped 

side by side in our evaluation plan to determine the areas where qualitative data could add the most 

value and insight. 

Fieldwork began later than anticipated as many of the pilot sites took longer to set-up the programme 

and begin running activities than initially planned. Table 2.4 shows the evaluation activities achieved 

in the first year based on fieldwork running December 2015 to March 2016. During this time, OPM 

undertook qualitative research with young people, library staff and other stakeholders in four case 

study locations in England – Staffordshire, Croydon, Telford & Wrekin and Manchester. 

Table 2.4: Research participants across all four case study areas 

Participants Numbers 

Libraries visited 8 

Interviews with young people 27 

Interviews with library staff 17  

Guided reflection sessions 4 

Telephone interviews with young people 2  

Additional stakeholder interviews 1  

Number of surveys completed by young people at baseline 647 

Number of surveys completed by young people at end of year 497 

Number of surveys completed by participating library 
authorities 

53 

Analysis and reporting 

For the qualitative data, we used a thematic analysis framework, with researchers reading data 

(interviews, feedback from groups) in their entirety and reporting according to the evaluation 

framework, including anonymised case study examples. Having collected the qualitative data in 

different locations, and by using a variety of methods, we are able to triangulate the data to produce 

more robust findings and report on different perspectives from staff, stakeholders, and young 

volunteers and participants.  

Furthermore the quantitative data based on young peoples’ and library authority survey feedback was 

interrogated for descriptive analysis and by the Reading Agency’s key lines of enquiry, such as 

differences in impact by gender and age group. When analysing the quantitative data, we compared 
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baseline and exit response in addition to analysing reflective questions. However, most young people 

gave relatively high scores in their baseline responses which made it difficult to measure change 

between baseline and exit data. This is a well-documented challenge of surveying soft skills with 

young people in that they are often keen to give responses from the beginning of a programme that 

they feel will be pleasing.
14

 To counteract some of this bias, however, the exit survey asked young 

people additional reflective questions which challenged them to think about the scope of their 

experience and the actual impact they felt it had had on them. We have therefore drawn extensively 

on the reflective data to triangulate the quantitative data and provide greater depth to our analysis of 

the overall impact.  The baseline and exit interview comparisons are provided in full in Appendix 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

14
 http://fp7-myweb.eu/delphi/survey-methods-summary  

http://fp7-myweb.eu/delphi/survey-methods-summary
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3. Findings: Outcomes for young 
people 

This section of the report covers the main findings from the four case study areas combining 

qualitative and quantitative data to understand the impact of Reading Hack so far on young people 

taking part. We start by exploring the motivations and expectations amongst the young people we 

spoke to. The main part of this section then reports against each of the outcomes identified in the 

Theory of Change model for young people – increased employability and raised aspirations for young 

people; long lasting enjoyment and engagement with reading; and improved well-being.  

When reading this section, it is important to note that the young people we spoke to are a diverse 

group with many different perspectives. Our qualitative findings from the case studies therefore 

provide in-depth insight into the way Reading Hack is developing in specific areas but should not be 

read as general conclusions or necessarily representative of the whole of Reading Hack nationally. 

We have noted where findings are based on national data collected from young people across the 53 

participating library authorities. 

                                                

15
 Although the baseline/ exit survey results (see Appendix 1) show less change in these areas, the reflective survey data 

triangulated with qualitative fieldwork provides consistent insight into the more significant impact experienced by young 
people. Please see the analysis and reporting section of Chapter 2 for a further discussion of the methodological 
challenges and our approach to triangulating the data.  

Summary: Outcomes for Young People 

 Qualitative insight from the case studies and reflective survey data provide strong 

evidence that Reading Hack has a significant impact on young people’s confidence and skill 

levels. This includes around 76% of young people strongly agreeing that they have gained 

new skills through their Reading Hack experience and approximately 71% of participants 

feeling that Reading Hack has had a highly positive impact on their confidence levels.
15

  

 Reading Hack has significantly impacted young people’s confidence in themselves and their 

ability to apply their skills in ways that make them feel they are making a positive contribution; 

 Many young people felt that the Reading Hack experience would look good on their CV and 

help them in interviews for further education and jobs as they would have concrete 

examples of skills they had developed; 

 Reading Hack tends to be expanding young people’s reading horizons (genre, medium), 

but is not necessarily influencing their attitudes towards reading (reading for pleasure, 

influencing how much they read) given that attitudes to reading were already very positive 

amongst most participants we spoke with; 

 Many young people we spoke with felt that their involvement in Reading Hack had made them 

feel more positively about volunteering and more engaged with their local community. 

 Reading Hack expands young people’s sense of what’s available to them in libraries and 

increases their sense of ownership over library space.  
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Taking part in Reading Hack 

5,686 young people took part in Reading Hack across 53 Local Authority areas 

50 Library Authorities provided data on the ages and gender of the Reading Hack participants. Out of 

5,686 young people, approximately 25% were male and 75% were female. 

The vast majority of Reading Hack participants were 

between the ages of 13 and 19. The pie chart shown 

here shows the breakdown of participants into four 

age categories. The data shows that 41% of Reading 

Hack participants are aged 16-19, with only a slightly 

higher percentage of participants aged 13-15. This 

reflects positively on Reading Hack’s appeal to older 

teenagers, particularly in light of qualitative feedback 

from several library staff who spoke about the 

difficulty traditionally faced by libraries in engaging 

this group.  

A relatively consistent breakdown of age also remained across gender variables as shown below: 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The motivations of Reading Hack participants 

Young people’s motivations for taking part in Reading Hack and staying involved fall into three broad 

categories: skills development, opportunities for socialising, and enjoyment of the experience. 

Feedback from young people also revealed that Reading Hack is having a positive impact more 

widely on how they see and use their local libraries, strengthening the feeling that a library is “a place 

to do something.” This change reflects the programme’s success even at this early stage in 

encouraging young people’s ownership of both the library space and programme development.  

Young people chose to take part in Reading Hack for a number of reasons. The graph below 

illustrates young people’s motivations based on reflective questions asked in the end of year one 

surveys.  
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The data above reveal that the most popular motivating factors for young people involved 

improving CVs and learning new skills. Our qualitative findings confirmed this indicating that young 

people taking part both understood and valued how this opportunity could help them prepare for 

future jobs or further education. This motivation was followed closely by factors such as wanting to do 

something new or wanting to make a positive difference in their local area.  

When it came to staying involved in Reading Hack, firstly young people described how being involved 

presents them with opportunities to develop their skills and confidence, and in turn how this could 

improve their future prospects. The Reading Hack experience was seen as taking a small step 

towards the world of employment. Young people were hoping this experience would help increase 

their confidence levels and that they would gain social and communication skills that would make 

them feel more ‘work ready’. Several Reading Hack participants also felt the experience would help 

them acquire future part time jobs and improve their CVs. 

 “It’s good experience for the future to get part time jobs. It shows you are confident to 

share your views. It shows you have motivation.” (Staffordshire RH YP) 

“I want to be a doctor so that’s not very relevant to reading. It’s more like a hobby for me. I 

could put it on my CV though for university applications to show what I’ve done and to 

show I’ve got a wide variety of knowledge.” (Croydon RH YP) 

Some young people also spoke about their appreciation of developing new technical skills as part of 

the activity, although these opportunities have not yet become widespread and there is opportunity to 

embed them much more deeply and consistently throughout the programme. For example, in Telford 

& Wrekin, boys taking part in the programme were initially attracted to take part because of their 

perception that they would work on coding and computer skills, whilst in Manchester, young people 

also spoke about their excitement at the main launch event that involved learning ‘stop motion 

animation’ techniques, using digital equipment, and film making. 

Secondly, young people felt Reading Hack provided opportunities for socialising, making friends 

and working in a team with different people. Specifically, several young people felt Reading Hack 

had already given them opportunities to develop relationships with others outside their comfort zone 

(outside their normal school environment) including experience interacting with peers, parents and 

younger children. Some young people mentioned that the experience was helping them feel less 

scared about getting to know and interacting with new people, and thought this would benefit them in 

their future. 
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“[Reading Hack] is a social thing, a way to make new friends.” (Staffordshire RH YP) 

“Also with children I wasn’t as confident – now Reading Hack has really helped in that. 

This will help me career wise as well. I want to be an optician, so working with children 

and having this experience helping them is great.” (Manchester RH YP)  

Finally, young people expressed a lot of enjoyment and satisfaction in the activities they take part 

in. Reading Hackers spoke about how fun the experience was, as well as how positive it felt to be 

productive and be contributing to something useful. The programme’s focus on young people’s 

leadership, from developing an idea through to implementing and delivering it, has also encouraged 

participants to develop more independence and confidence in their ability to take initiative. 

“I really like books and libraries, but a lot of kids aren’t coming to libraries anymore so I 

wanted to be part of a programme that brings kids back into libraries.” (Manchester RH 

YP) 

“About a year ago, library staff suggested I run Lego club – it sounded like a good idea – 

that I could get people skills from it – and because I’m interested in Lego and it seemed 

like a nice thing to do for local kids who might not have Lego at home.” .” (Staffordshire 

RH YP) 

However, several barriers to young people staying involved in the programme also came through, 

including:  

 Competition with other opportunities for volunteering and social action based in schools 

and community organisations (tends to be greater in library authorities based in urban areas) 

 Lack of time because of school work / exams 

 Lack of vision or clarity in structure about what’s next and where the programme is 

developing 

Overall, fieldwork with young people revealed that those taking part in the programme tend to already 

be primed to appreciate the value of libraries and volunteering experience. Many of the young people 

interviewed already shared a passion for reading and had done so from a young age. A key learning 

point from this finding is that the Reading Hack programme still has work ahead to attract young 

people who are disengaged from reading and libraries. 

How young people found out about Reading Hack 

The young people we spoke to heard about Reading Hack through a number of ways: 

 Through friends involved in the programme; 

 Through parents suggesting that they join the group; 

 Having contacted their local library to enquire about volunteering opportunities; or 

 Having previously been involved in Summer Reading Challenge or another library group.  

Survey results from young people across the participating library authorities generally confirmed 

these trends and remained consistent over time with between 57-60% of respondents finding out 

about Reading Hack directly from their local library and between 23-25% finding out from their 

school. However, as the programme progressed throughout year one there are some interesting 
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changes emerging, most notably the drop in young people finding out from a family member or 

online and an increase in more young people finding out about Reading Hack through a 

library or their school. It would be interesting to investigate the reasons for this change further in 

years 2 and 3 of this evaluation. 

Increased employability and raised aspirations for young people 

Skills development overall 

Both the in-depth case study findings and survey data reveal that Reading Hack is helping young 

people develop their soft skills and confidence in applying these to team working and leadership 

situations. Young people are also becoming more aware of their ability to make positive contributions 

more widely and how these opportunities offered through Reading Hack may be relevant to their 

future employment and education. As shown in the graph below, national survey findings strongly 

support this view with young people reporting that their participation has enhanced their skills across 

creativity, planning, problem solving, teamwork and communication (6 being ‘completely agree’ and 1 

being ‘I don’t agree at all’). We explore the reasons behind these findings below. 

 

Increased confidence, independence and taking initiative 

A significant impact of the Reading Hack programme for the young participants is 

increased confidence in themselves and their ability to use their skills and make a positive 

contribution to the work. This impact was felt strongly across the different age groups and genders. 

Many young people spoke about how this was a great opportunity to gain confidence in new and 

unfamiliar circumstances. Participants in the guided reflection sessions commented on how the 

programme had so far increased their self-esteem and in particular, confidence in their ability to 

create and develop new ideas. 

“When I first came, I wasn’t sure if I should put on an act, or just be who I am. It’s helped 

me feel more confident. Also the group has accepted me for who I am.” (Telford & Wrekin 

RH YP) 
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 “Being involved in this has made me feel confident around others and confident to do 

tasks I am asked to do.” (Staffordshire RH YP) 

Staff observations revealed a similar story. An increase in confidence and self-esteem were 

commonly noted across all case study areas. Staff reflected on the factors that seemed to lead to this 

improved confidence which included: working with different people; volunteering; having their ideas 

listened to; and being with a group of like-minded people. 

“I think because it’s quite a small group and they’re with like-minded young people they 

feel happy to be themselves. Because we’re exploring new things, often things they’re 

passionate about like reading and art, they just come out of their shell.” (Telford & Wrekin 

staff member) 

Although the baseline/exit survey (Appendix 1) shows little change in the this area, the reflective data 

provides greater insight when aligned with the qualitative work, showing that across the participating 

library authorities young people nationally felt Reading Hack has had a very poitive impact on their 

confidence levels (see graph below, 6 being ‘completely agree’ and 1 being ‘I don’t agree at all’).  

 

There is also some evidence that confidence is increased the longer girls take part in the programme, 

however this was not true for boys with 71% of females and 74% of males answering 5 or 6 in the 

Post-summer survey compared with more females answering 5 or 6 (72%) than males (64%) in the 

February/ March survey. In year 2 and 3, we aim to further provoke the difference in experience 

between boys and girls, which will allow us to better understand this trend. 

A few young people we spoke with also explained how the programme has helped them feel more 

independent and able to take the initiative and find their own place in the world.  

“I have more independence. It has made me realise there is something I can work towards 

without having people, like my parents, push me. This is something I can do that my 

parents are not involved with, and it has given me the confidence to do something without 

them being around all the time.” (Staffordshire RH YP) 

This was an experience they were taking part in of their own volition, without the help or support of 

their parents or school.  
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Future plans and aspirations 

Feedback from many of the Reading Hack participants we spoke with revealed that 

this experience would have an impact on their ideas and plans for the future. Several spoke about 

how in particular it would help them figure out what roles they were good at and enjoyed taking on 

(e.g. leadership role, team player or negotiator etc.). Many felt it would look good on their CV and 

help them in interviews for further education and jobs as they would have concrete examples of 

skills they had developed.  

“Yes I want to be a family lawyer – I think that will help to get to know personalities and 

how to approach people and handle the situation. And know how to communicate to 

them.” (Manchester RH YP) 

I think being involved in Reading Hack has given me more confidence through 

volunteering and stuff and in the jobs I want to go for, you need to be quite confident so 

it’s helping with that.” (Telford & Wrekin RH YP) 

Young people also felt the Reading Hack experience would show employers or universities that they 

were committed, motivated, hardworking, and had interests outside of school.  

“It will help with university applications, it shows I have interests outside of school with is 

good and gives me something to talk about in interviews.” (Staffordshire RH YP) 

Young people and staff also talked about how the experience was contributing to them feeling more 

work-ready. In fact, volunteering and running activities in the library was the closest experience many 

of the young people involved had come to working in a professional environment. For example, staff 

mentioned how many Reading Hackers were developing their first professional working relationship 

with an adult, and how this would be of value when they went on to get their first job. 

“Kids have relationships with parents and teachers, but their relationship with me is like a 

mutual relationship. It makes them feel more grownup I think because they are developing 

a different type of relationship with an adult. I won’t be judging them or telling them what to 

do. It is more equal so they can behave more like an adult.” (Staffordshire Staff) 

However, younger Reading Hackers found it more difficult to connect their involvement in Reading 

Hack to their future career choices and aspirations. With researchers leading additional discussion on 

this topic they started to make more connections around how their involvement in Reading Hack could 

offer transferrable skills and attributes like increased confidence and ability to work with different 

people. 

Team working 

Young people and staff alike identified that involvement in Reading Hack could improve 

skills in communication and teamwork. The young people mentioned that because they work with 

others in the group who they don’t know, or who are not people they would normally interact with, they 

are exposed to different ways of thinking and different kinds of ideas. 
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“You don’t know what ideas they might have and they might be different from you as 

people but you might agree on the ideas”. (Croydon RH YP) 

Nervous or quieter participants often felt that their involvement in Reading Hack might improve their 

ability to work in a team. Participants generally appreciated the opportunity to mix with new groups 

and work within a team to complete a task or challenge. 

“It’s allowed us to mix with different age groups. And work well as part of team. It’s very 

diplomatic.” (Manchester RH YP) 

“When I started I didn’t come to work in a team I was just interested in the activities but 

this has definitely helped me to work in a team, we all work together to come up with 

ideas.” (Telford & Wrekin RH YP) 

Participants also reflected more generally on how the experience had taught them the 

importance of active listening and getting to know one another in order to effectively work as a 

team.  

Planning and problem solving 

Young people could see a clear correlation between their involvement in Reading Hack 

and their ability to plan and solve problems, particularly in terms of finding creative solutions so that 

they can carry out activities with limited resources.  

“We are planning ideas and we are also solving problems to do with that, like if we’re 

going to make a movie it could cost a lot more so we might do it with our phones instead.” 

(Croydon RH YP) 

The focus on young people having leadership from developing an idea for a reading-inspired 

activity through to implementing and delivering it has also pushed participants to develop more 

independence and confidence in their ability to take initiative, prepare activities and problem 

solve.  

“This is quite a new thing for me. We’re taking a lot of initiative. For example, with making 

the Harry Potter snitches – it wasn’t going to be that safe for children so we had to think of 

using pipe cleaners instead. And for Christmas event, we wanted to use coloured sand, 

but we got chalk and salt instead.” (Manchester RH YP) 

However, while their ability to solve problems in a group had improved, some of the young people 

interviewed still felt unsure about doing so by themselves and that more practice in this area would be 

needed in order to trust their decisions. 

Communication 

Young people also spoke about developing communication and interpersonal skills as a 

result of their involvement with Reading Hack. Participants discussed gaining practice in holding 

prolonged conversations with new people; adapting their communication style depending on their 

audience; and articulating their ideas more effectively.  
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“I have learnt how to adapt my communication skills. To talk to people on their level and 

match their style.” (Staffordshire RH YP) 

Some young people also mentioned how the experience was helping them develop their 

communication skills via different mediums, like email. Library staff also observed a positive impact on 

young people’s ability in communicating to achieve positive outcomes and actively listening to one 

another as well as to library staff. 

Creativity 

In some of the libraries young people and staff mentioned their appreciation of 

opportunities to work creatively. In Manchester creativity with reading was one of the main pull factors 

inspiring young people to get involved in the programme. 

“The launch event was fun – all the creative ideas that were there and presented – I 

wanted to get involved in that project.” (Manchester RH YP) 

This was similarly true across the case study sites, such as in Telford & Wrekin, when young people 

were asked what they most enjoyed about being involved in Reading Hack, one of the most common 

answers was related to the opportunity to do different creative activities. Staff identified a link between 

the opportunities to work creatively to the increase in participants’ confidence, describing how creative 

opportunities allow the young people to express themselves in different ways and try new things 

based on their strengths.  

Long lasting enjoyment and engagement with reading 

Attitudes to reading 

The majority of young people we spoke with already enjoyed and valued reading 

before becoming involved in Reading Hack. In many cases this enjoyment is partly 

what motivated them to get involved. Although the Reading Hack programme did not significantly 

impact on most participants’ enjoyment of reading because it was already so strongly positive, many 

Reading Hackers did explain how the experience was expanding their knowledge and experience 

of different genres as well as their enthusiasm to share their passion for reading with others. Staff 

observations were similar, seeing the impact around expanding young people’s horizons, given that 

attitudes to reading were already very positive. The impact on reading is likely to become more 

significant as the programme develops and increasingly attracts new types of participants who haven’t 

come to the programme through previous involvement with SRCv or Reading Activist streams. 

“It’s definitely given me more knowledge of a wider variety of books, before I was just 

reading fantasy. Since coming here – drawn to war books, and different books and true 

stories. And horror.” (Manchester RH YP) 

A few of the young people we spoke with did say they did not read as much as when they were 

younger and hoped that through this experience they would pick it up again and feel encouraged to 

read more. Some of these young people said this experience had reminded them about the benefits 

of reading, after a long period of not reading a lot, and were excited to share this with others.  
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“I did it for a while but have since dropped it and read less. But I think from this [Reading 

Hack] I will do it more now.” (Staffordshire RH YP)  

“I’ll be glad by the end of it to know that more people have become involved in reading 

because of this group. I’ll be happy to get more people sharing a love for reading. It’s also 

to put a smile on other people’s faces about reading and so that the thought of reading 

makes them happy.” (Croydon RH YP) 

In contrast, the Reading Hack experience for other young people became more widely about sharing 

their appreciation of libraries with others than just their passion for reading. These young people 

appreciated having the opportunity to show their peers how adaptable, fun and relaxed the library 

environment could be.  

“I suppose people think the library is a boring place but if they learn about the projects 

we’re doing and the fun you can have, they’ll be more interested.” (Telford & Wrekin RH 

YP) 

For those few young people who didn’t enjoy reading when they joined the programme, most felt that 

Reading Hack had not significantly changed their attitude in the short term. Some of this lack of 

change may be because the links to reading of reading-inspired activities were not always clear to the 

young people taking part. However, this is also an outcome on which we’re likely to see longer term 

change so will become more evident in Years 2 and 3 of the evaluation. Of those we spoke to in this 

category, boys were less likely to enjoy or value reading.  

“Even though it’s called Reading Hack we don’t really come here and read. We don’t work 

on reading books, instead we work on different projects.” (Telford & Wrekin RH YP) 

National survey results contradicted some of the qualitative findings, suggesting that more widely 

Reading Hack may be having an impact on the amount young people read. As shown in the graph 

below, when asked if Reading Hack has made them want to read more, the majority of respondents 

answering ‘completely agree’ (5 or 6). Teasing out some of these differences would be worth 

exploring more thoroughly in years 2 and 3 of this evaluation. 
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Improved well-being 

Increased sense of citizenship 

Most of the young people we spoke to shared with us that their involvement in Reading 

Hack had made them feel more positive about volunteering and participating in 

community activities. Several young people spoke about wanting to seek out new 

volunteering opportunities to do alongside Reading Hack as a result of their experience. In these 

cases, Reading Hack had helped the young people feel more confident about the contribution they 

could make to their community and in their abilities and skills that they could contribute. This broke 

down some of the previous barriers felt around being intimidated to pursue other volunteering 

opportunities.  

“[It’s] made me realise I have better management skills than I originally thought I had and 

so yes I definitely feel like I could do more in the community.” (Staffordshire RH YP) 

As shown in the graph below, national survey results confirmed this finding on a wider scale, asking 

respondents to indicate the extent to which they felt Reading Hack had encouraged them to continue 

volunteering (6 being ‘completely agree’ and 1 being ‘I don’t agree at all’). In addition, most young 

people across the participating library authorities reflected that Reading Hack had a strongly 

positive impact on their sense of citizenship. 

 

The Reading Hack experience is also motivating some young people to think more widely about 

social action opportunities in their community. It had made them think about the different ways in 

which they could help others, and about how they could put their own skills and strengths to use. In 

Telford & Wrekin, for example, this impact was more acutely felt by the younger participants who in 

particular described how volunteering in the library had improved their confidence and their sense of 

having something of value to offer. 

“It makes you feel like people have faith in you, when they come and ask you questions.” 

(Telford & Wrekin RH YP) 
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Similarly, in Staffordshire, staff and local stakeholders spoke about how the programme was well 

placed to feed into wider priorities within the local authority area supporting young people into better 

jobs and to developing a sense of responsibility and citizenship from an earlier age.  

Increased community awareness and involvement 

National survey results confirmed that when asked to reflect young people felt their 

involvement in Reading Hack had made them feel more involved with their communities (as 

shown in pie chart below with 6 being ‘completely agree’). Findings from the case study areas 

confirmed this and explored some of the common reasons why young people felt more engaged 

with their local community.  

Some of the most common responses included:  

 Having the opportunity to interact with 

more people in the community in a positive 

way. 

 Expanding their networks and meeting a 

wider group of other young people, not just 

those who go to the same school. 

 Working in a public institution and 

therefore contributing to the community. 

“I feel like I am taking part in the community 

– not someone on top of the community but 

within it helping looking after it.” 

(Staffordshire RH YP) 

Similarly, Local stakeholders also recognised how the programme was providing some opportunities 

for young people to engage with other groups in the wider community. For example, in Staffordshire, 

staff spoke about how one library was bringing together young people from different schools to work 

together on Reading Hack programmes: 

“The young people involved in Reading Hack come from grammar schools and local high 

schools, and what I noticed is that they were all getting on together and mixing. They’re 

widening their circle of friends which is good for socialising and they increase their own 

skills and confidence in talking to one another.” (Stock, Services and Activities Manager, 

Staffordshire) 

There was also a strong sense of community engagement amongst young people in Telford & Wrekin 

where several of the activities had involved learning about the local community and the history of the 

area. For example, the on-going collaboration with Shropshire Archives made available photographs 

and information about the area’s local history and had inspired the Reading Hackers to put together a 

series of activities focused on encouraging others to learn about the local area.  
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4. Findings: Outcomes for 
organisations 

This report has focused so far on the impact of Reading Hack on outcomes for young people taking 

part, but there are equally a number of outcomes for libraries emerging as a key measure of the 

programme’s success and legacy. These centre on the increased capacity of libraries to run activities 

with young people as a result of adopting a youth-led approach, as well as providing an opportunity to 

develop staff skills and confidence in engaging positively with young people. Reading Hack also shifts 

the image of libraries by giving young people a sense of ownership over the space; encouraging the 

library to be a place to support wider outcomes around health and wellbeing; integrating reading and 

literacy into young people’s priorities in digital and creative industries.  

If libraries are to remain relevant for young people in the 21st century, Reading Hack is one type of 

approach that may provide new insight into the needs and motivations of its users, attract new users, 

and help libraries reinvent themselves as ‘houses of knowledge’ aligned with the Universal Offers. 

There is also the potential to carve out a niche for libraries that offers young people a creative, open 

space to gain experience in technical and soft skills based on their interests. 

While the first year of programme delivery has focused on Reading Hack in libraries, the Reading 

Agency hopes to expand the programme into other community-based organisations, including schools 

and youth clubs.  

Summary: Outcomes for Organisations 

 National survey results with Library Authorities revealed that staff felt there was a positive 

impact achieved across almost all of the programme’s intended outcomes, including 

increasing the extent to which young people are able to learn new skills and take up positions 

of leadership in the library, and how well young people’s views influence activities. Building on 

these findings, 5% more staff felt better placed through this experience to encourage 

young people to enjoy reading and enjoyed using new ideas to do this; while an increase of 

4% more staff also agreed that they felt more confident working with young people.       

 Reading Hack has enabled libraries to reach out to a larger number of young people than 

would otherwise be possible by increasing capacity and supporting libraries to have a year 

round volunteering offer for young people for the first time. 

 Young people and staff spoke about how Reading Hack was making libraries seem more 

appealing and fun, as well as highlighting to young people the different opportunities that 

libraries offer. 

 The four case study areas have not been able to reach young people from more 

disadvantaged backgrounds. For libraries in the first year, the focus has been on getting the 

programme up and running with the intention of involving hard-to-reach groups in the future.  

 Youth led activity in libraries is becoming more normalised with Reading Hack, which 

builds on the legacy of both SRCv and Reading Activists. However, although staff and young 

people do feel that young participants have a greater say now in how to run activities, this has 

not yet led to them feeling they have more say in how the library is run as a whole. 
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Improved networks and influence in their work with young people 

A wider reach and audience 

Although Reading Hack has so far reached many of the same young people who were 

previously involved in library programmes (such as SRCv), the programme is 

enabling libraries to reach out to a larger number of young people than would otherwise be 

possible in a climate of funding cuts and staff losses. Reading Hack has also allowed libraries to offer 

a year-round volunteering opportunity keeping young people engaged beyond the summer period. 

“We have more young volunteers at this point in time, in this season, than ever before. I 

think Reading Hack has given us a framework to develop a year round volunteer offer so I 

think that it has helped us.” (Staffordshire RH coordinator)  

“It’s great to have a young presence in the library, it’s fresh and vibrant, it bodes well for 

other young people and other library users to see those young people using the building 

and enjoying it in the way that they do.” (Telford & Wrekin library staff) 

In the first year of the programme, several of the libraries used similar recruitment channels to those 

used for SRCv recruitment, including using established contacts in secondary schools, colleges and 

universities to recruit volunteers. However, staff felt that Reading Hack increasingly challenged them 

to think outside the box on this and presented an exciting opportunity to innovate on other outreach 

methods, such as using Eventbrite to organise meetings and social media platforms to encourage 

young people to get in involved. In Manchester, for example, the programme launch event used 

Eventbrite to distribute tickets, share information about the event, and manage RSVPs. Having a 

ticketed event was also felt to have created a certain amount of ‘buzz’ around the event. 

Staff felt strongly that having young people coming to the library for Reading Hack brought 

benefits in terms of strengthening young people’s relationship with libraries and their sense 

of ownership and creativity in the library space. 

“The main impact is that it gives them a different sense of what is available to them and 

through libraries. Libraries have a reputation of not being exciting – it’s mainly thought of 

as being just books and computers, and young people don’t necessarily know about what 

else they can do in libraries. It’s around helping them know what they can use the space 

for and encourage them to take a bit more ownership over libraries really.” (Croydon staff 

member)  

“I think firstly [Reading Hack] is bringing more young people into the library. It is 

encouraging more young people to come to the library because young people are running 

things.” (Staffordshire library staff)  

The Reading Hack brand enabled them to show young people they would be a part of something 

bigger than just volunteering in an individual library, and some young people were keen to see the 

programme offer clearer accreditation similar to the Duke of Edinburgh Award. Library staff also felt 

optimistic about the potential of peer-to-peer outreach where Reading Hackers could encourage their 

friends to get involved and widen the reach of the programme and interest in reading naturally. 
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Improved local image of the organisation as a place where young 

people are taking the lead 

Case study findings explored how Reading Hack had changed perceptions of libraries 

with young people speaking about having gained a different perspective of what libraries can be 

and what they have to offer. The most common shifts in perception included the realisation of how 

versatile libraries could be, the different opportunities they could offer, and how libraries could offer a 

social space.  

“The people in the library were old people and saying ‘shush’. It would seem dead but 

there was a homework club run by 20 year olds and it livened up library. It is a similar 

thing here with Reading Hack. It’s important for young people to bring energy into 

libraries.” (Manchester RH YP) 

Similarly, staff noticed a general change in the atmosphere of libraries acknowledging the value in 

the Reading Hack programme of encouraging young people to use the space in ways meaningful to 

them.  

 “It is about bringing young people in and giving them a space they are comfortable in and 

dispelling the myths of libraries. So it promotes libraries as a fun thing, not just a boring 

space.” (Staffordshire library staff) 

This was not only about making libraries seem more appealing and fun, but also about young people 

themselves leading activities through Reading Hack having knock-on positive impact on other 

people’s perception of the library and the young people involved. In particular, staff often felt that 

having young boys run activities is helping libraries attract other young boys, a traditionally “hard to 

reach” group.  

“It’s great to see the confidence that they’ve got, just in presenting their project to the 

group, and the people there were absolutely enthralled by it. In turn that gives the group 

more confidence too, to get that kind of feedback.” (Telford & Wrekin library staff) 

There was also a sense among library staff that having young people in the library doing something 

productive like Reading Hack helps to break down the generational divide, particularly in terms of the 

perception that older people might have of young people. 

Strengthened and new partnerships and networks in the local area 

Library staff we spoke with described how in its first year of delivery rather than creating 

new partnerships, Reading Hack had offered an opportunity to involve and draw on their existing 

networks and community relationships to create opportunities for the young people to get 

involved in the local area. As the programme develops, staff were keen to use Reading Hack to 

continue to strengthen existing partnerships and begin to develop new ones feeling that the Reading 

Hack framework and brand would help them in doing this successfully. Already, in Staffordshire, 

for example, Reading Hack had led to local libraries developing relationships with Universities, such 

as the University of Wolverhampton, and volunteering organisations like Support Staffordshire and 

Vast. Similarly, in Manchester, their Reading Hack launch event had presented a new opportunity to 

work with a creative start-up company exploring film and digital skills with the young people.  
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Across the participating library authorities, survey data reflected similar findings to the in-depth 

qualitative work showing that more libraries were working with existing partners than necessarily 

developing new partners in this first year of the programme.  

Percentage of Library Authority areas that worked with existing partnerships in the following organisations 

 

Percentage of Library Authority areas that developed new partnerships with the following organisations 

 

Reaching groups of young people who have not been involved in the 
organisation before 

Across the case studies, libraries struggled to reach groups of young people who were 

not already library users. This seemed to be partly a capacity issue in some areas where the staff 

members involved in coordinating the Reading Hack group feel quite stretched in the time they have 

available so have recruited through traditional routes (SRCv and other library programmes). 
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Additionally, while there is a strong desire amongst staff to expand the reach of young people 

involved, there is also some uncertainty about how to do so.  

“It’s hard to know which young people we should approach – I often feel that it’s the same 

kind of young people who get involved, those who are already quite active outside of 

school, and that this is an extra thing on their huge schedule. It’s hard to know how to 

reach out to [other young people] – if they’re not coming to the library and they aren’t 

engaging with this kind of thing through school, how do we reach them?” (Croydon library 

staff) 

While the programme achieved its target of delivering more than 25% of activities in socially deprived 

areas, many staff didn’t feel they’d been able to target young people specifically from more 

disadvantaged backgrounds. The young people taking part in Reading Hack tend to already have 

high aspirations, access to good opportunities, and are from backgrounds where they are perhaps 

more supported to engage with reading and libraries. Across the case studies, library staff 

acknowledged that the next challenge as the programme develops is to focus on targeting young 

people who need extra encouragement to engage in an opportunity like Reading Hack, and as a 

result would perhaps benefit most. 

“These kids are all probably kids who have been brought into library by their parents 

growing up so yes it is about getting people in who haven’t used the library. I would think 

about doing that in the future.” (Staffordshire library staff) 

Survey results across the participating library authorities revealed similar findings with a relatively 

small group of libraries attempting to target disadvantaged or disengaged young people specifically 

(as shown in the graph below). When exploring this further with the case studies, this trend was partly 

due to the perceived need to focus in the first year on other priorities related to setting up and running 

the programme. Staff asked for more support as the programme develops to put strategies in place 

that help them engage these groups young people. 
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Increased ability and confidence to empower young people 

through reading based activity 

Youth led activity becoming the norm and young people's ideas and feedback 
are fully integrated into the organisation 

Youth led activity in libraries is becoming more normalised as a result of Reading 

Hack, building on the legacy of previous Reading Agency programmes like SRCv and 

Reading Activists. Youth led activity was understood amongst staff to be about letting 

young people decide what activities to run and how to run them, and this seemed to be 

happening in the libraries we visited. Staff across the case study areas spoke about their desire to 

continue to take on more of a supervisory role with the Reading Hack participants, rather than the 

hands-on delivery. Some libraries have achieved this balance better than others at this stage with 

both staff members and young people in some areas describing how there might be a steer from the 

staff members around the scope of activities but that otherwise the young people take the lead in 

generating and implementing ideas.  

“We’re just supervising really. They’ve done a lot of the prep themselves – did it at 

different times. They are able to get on with it.” (Manchester library staff) 

“With War Hammer they [Reading Hackers] have been instrumental; they’ve absolutely 

taken the lead.” (Staffordshire library staff) 

However, in other libraries Reading Hack still requires a lot of time and effort from staff to support 

young people to develop and deliver their ideas. In these contexts, Reading Hack runs as ‘an 

extra thing’ competing with other capacity needs. Staff noted that the extent to which young 

participants took ownership for Reading Hack initiatives depended on the individual’s confidence 

levels, which may present another barrier to attracting and engaging youth from more 

disadvantaged backgrounds. Most of young people we spoke to were given suggestions and 

ideas from library staff about what activities to run or take part in, which they then developed. They 

did however all feel they could put forward their own ideas and that they would be listened too. 

 “The group loves to have their own input and to be able to promote things in their own 

way and although I might steer them, within reason I really let them take the lead on 

projects. I always find that they’re much more passionate about it and much more involved 

in the project. Also it has more of an impact because once it’s completed you can see it’s 

the young people who have led on it and you can see that it’s their work.” (Telford & 

Wrekin library staff) 

“We were given ideas but we decided what we wanted to do – we had a lot of choice.” 

(Staffordshire RH YP) 

The new Reading Hack website may help shift some of this dynamic, providing an online forum where 

young people can give support to each other and share ideas and templates. The effect of this will 

need to be explored in subsequent years as the website was not introduced until late in the 

evaluation.  

“I’ve been going on the Reading Hack website to get ideas – you can get to see what other 

groups have been doing in terms of how they went around it.” (Manchester RH YP) 
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Handing over control and responsibility to young Reading Hackers was difficult for some staff 

because they had never done this before. However, despite acknowledging the challenge in letting 

young people have more control, they still saw the importance and value in doing so. Some staff also 

worry about how to ensure young people behaved in a way that upheld the values and 

professionalism the library would want to convey. 

This is the first time I’ve let young people get on with things and given them responsibility. 

I may struggle with the confidence to let them get on with it as have always had such 

restrictions but those boundaries seem to be coming down, so I need to step back and let 

them get on with it. So it is a learning curve for me too, as I’m not comfortable just letting 

go of the reins.” (Staffordshire Library staff) 

Although staff and young people felt that young participants had a say in how to run their own 

Reading Hack activities, this had not necessarily led to them having more say and ownership in 

how the library was run as a whole. This varies by library, for example, in Staffordshire the libraries 

have no systematic way to collect feedback in a way that informs decision making. While in Croydon, 

the library works to incorporate feedback from young people into the development and running of the 

organisation via focus groups with young people to find out what they want to see in the library. This 

happens as part of the library’s on-going development and improvement initiatives rather than being 

influenced directly by the Reading Hack group. 

 

Improved ability to work with young people 

There was some impact on the staff members’ confidence and ability to work with 

young people as shown in the graph below.  

 Several staff members said 

Reading Hack would provide 

them with valuable experience 

and confidence in working with 

teenagers as they felt they 

had limited experience of 

working with this age group 

previously. Traditionally, this 

lack of experience made some 

staff feel intimidated by young 

people and hold negative 

views of what working with 

them might be like. Staff 

hoped that Reading Hack could help change this perception, with some believing this was already 

starting to happen. Young people in confirmed this was the case with some speaking about seeing 

libraries as catering for teenagers for the first time. 

 “When it started – I’m not good with new people and was worried about how to relate to 

teenagers. It’s just me working with them – but I have really enjoyed it – they are so 

enthusiastic.” (Manchester Library staff) 
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“I’ll come and do other things now – there are more opportunities for young people to get 

involved than I thought – always thought library role was just about stacking books and I 

thought library catered more for adults and small children – not teenagers – not enough 

choice – but I see now its expanding and catering for young adults – there was a gap 

there before.” (Staffordshire RH YP) 

Reflecting on the first year of the programme, staff still tended to hold some anxieties about their 

ability to manage the young people, but equally many appreciated and planned to embrace the 

challenge. Reading Hack was also seen to have less structure and be more open than previous 

programmes like SRCv. This was seen as a positive but also meant staff felt there was less of a clear 

foundation to fall back upon.  

Improved staff attitudes to young people 

It is already clear that the presence of Reading Hackers in libraries is having a 

positive impact on the perceptions of staff and other library users towards young people in the 

case study areas.  

This is confirmed to some 

degree by the national survey 

data shown in the graph here. 

Staff we spoke with said that 

SRCv and Reading Hack had 

helped to break down 

generational barriers and 

challenge negative perceptions 

about young people, as well as 

make library staff more widely 

aware of the potential for 

young people to make positive 

contributions to the space and 

service.  

“The presence of young people in the library has an impact on the staff – it breaks down 

barriers between those age groups. In some libraries where they don’t have groups for 

young people and they don’t have young volunteers there’s definitely a bit more of a 

stigma towards young people using the library. Because the group comes in here and the 

staff get to know them, and realise that they want to help and that they’re passionate 

about what they do, it makes them look at other young people in a different way. It doesn’t 

always happen that way, but it does break down the barriers to an extent.” (Telford & 

Wrekin library staff) 

However, a particular challenge around achieving this outcome was raised when it came to including 

temporary and rotating staff in the attitude shift. Some libraries felt this model could lead to staff being 

less committed or engaged with the activity in any particular library or not seeing engaging with young 

Reading Hack participants as part of their role.  
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“Staff now are temps and move around and so are not as committed or engaged with a 

particular library. They are less likely to engage with the young people and would not see 

it as part of their job role. As a result I have kept the responsibility mainly to myself.” 

(Staffordshire library staff) 

Alongside this challenge, some staff feel sensitive more widely about the subject of volunteers and 

feel it’s important to communicate how Reading Hack volunteers are separate from the issue of 

“community run” libraries developing as a result of funding cuts in the sector.  

 

Staff willingness to try new ideas and approaches to reading related 

activities 

Young people and staff we spoke to talked about how the Reading Hack activities that 

are not strictly about reading can help libraries successfully encourage young 

people to take a greater interest in reading. By bringing young people into the library to take part in 

something active and fun, staff and young people agreed that this was likely to impact how young 

people perceived reading and encourage them to read more.  

 “A lot of what we do, 

whatever art form we’re 

using, it always has some 

relevance to reading and 

literature, so through the 

projects we promote that 

[the idea that reading can 

take different forms]. The 

activities we do also 

promote the different ways 

that the library can be used 

– it’s not just a building 

that’s about the books, but 

there are other ways that 

the library can be used, and other ways that libraries can feature in young people’s lives 

and families’ lives. We do link reading to lots of different art forms – we do art that is about 

books, we do creative writing, things like that. So it definitely gets people to think 

differently.” (Telford & Wrekin library staff) 

However, some of the staff we spoke to were anxious about supporting or encouraging activities that 

they felt were not directly linked to reading. As the programme develops, there’s any opportunity to 

reassure staff of the multiple avenues into reading and variety of ways it can be hacked.  
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5. Learning and Reflections 
This section of the report looks more broadly at the effectiveness and quality of Reading Hack as an 

opportunity for young people, as well as following some key lines of enquiry. During our interviews 

with young people and library staff we aimed to establish how rewarding young people felt the 

experience was, as well as drawing out aspects of the programme that they felt worked well or less 

well.  

The experience of young people 

Successes 

 Being involved in Reading Hack was seen to be a more recognisable thing to put on your CV 

which would help with future applications: 

 Team work: Reading Hack participants really appreciated when they were working with other 

young people in a library. Providing them with the opportunity to develop team working skills 

was seen a key strength of the programme. Young people also appreciated having teammates 

to turn to for support and to bounce ideas around with. When we spoke to young people 

working on their own in a library, they saw Reading Hack as an opportunity to share learning 

and interact with other Reading Hackers from other libraries. Working within a team of Reading 

Hackers has also helped keep young people motivated; 

 A strong message emerged from young people in some libraries about appreciating entering 

an environment where they did not know anyone to begin with. Having the opportunity for a 

‘clean slate’ where they can choose to be who they want without the constraints of pre-

conceived notions was a liberating experience for them. This was particularly true of boys 

participating in the programme. 

 From observation as well as through talking to staff and young people, most libraries are 

taking on a very youth-led approach. This works well for both the staff and the young people 

involved, because participants feel more confident and able to come up with ideas and deliver 

activities, while library staff provide support and guidance. The young people described the 

group as being very collaborative. 

 Young people appreciate having the freedom to decide what roles to take on or activities to 

run alongside having the support and guidance of a member of staff. Having the 

independence to make decisions and take the initiative is a positive experience for the young 

people involved, but they like having a firm structure that the Reading Hack programme 

provides and the support of library staff. The balance that Reading Hack offers between 

independence and structure is one of the programme’s strongest assets.  

 Sharing learning between organisations and adopting successful approaches from others can 

help libraries build momentum in their own area. Telford & Wrekin have taken learning from 

Staffordshire about incorporating the summer volunteering with the Arts Award. Linking 

Reading Hack activities to the Arts Award has helped to focus some of the activities and 

gives young people a sense of progression.  
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Challenges 

 A common challenge that emerged from interviews and focus groups with young people was 

around how to recruit other young people to take part in an activity or event they are 

running. Even when speaking to young people who had been running an activity for a long 

time, they highlighted the challenge in maintaining engagement and participation with 

members of the public. Staff echoed these sentiments, reflecting on the difficulties around 

retention. They spoke about having to be flexible and accepting that young people will have 

competing activities and pressures in their life.  

 The libraries we spoke to struggled to engage harder to reach groups in Reading Hack. 

Although 26% of activities were delivered in areas of social deprivation, there was low 

recruitment of young people specifically from disadvantaged backgrounds or those 

disengaged from reading. Many libraries plan to integrate this focus into their strategy as the 

programme develops, however they are also unclear about how to best go about this.  

 Coming up with initial ideas for new projects or activities can be difficult for the young 

people involved. The process can feel daunting and several young people expressed feeling 

anxious about their ideas not working or not being very good. On the other hand, some young 

people explained that this challenge and pressure was also a positive thing. They appreciated 

the opportunity to take the initiative, become more independent, and work as team to 

overcome these obstacles. They look forward to using the Reading Hack website for 

inspiration and to help them develop new ideas, but also to be reassured about their own 

ideas and check that they are on the right track. 

The experiences of library staff 

Successes 

 The Reading Hack framework has helped motivate librarians to drive forward the initiative to 

recruit and involve more young people in the library, even if this was already being done to 

some extent. Not only does the Reading Hack programme provide a good framework for 

engaging more young people – but to ensure the focus is on encouraging youth led activity 

rather than prescriptive activities: 

 The programme helps libraries acquire ideas to develop and improve their own Reading 

Hack activities from other Reading Hack projects in their local authority area or from around 

the country. Staff also mentioned how having the different Reading Hack strands helped them 

think about offering a wider variety or roles. 

 The Reading Hack branding was perceived to help make the volunteering offer more 

appealing as it would be recognisable nationwide. In Staffordshire, the branding also meant 

that bringing in young volunteers into libraries could be more easily distinguished from the 

transformation of around half of Staffordshire libraries into “community led” libraries that were 

now being run by volunteers. This was a highly sensitive matter so it was helpful to be able to 

show that the young Reading Hackers were entirely separate. 
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 SRCv experience: Some staff we spoke with believed that the SRCv experience had assisted 

in making many Librarians accept and support bringing in young volunteers into libraries. Even 

for libraries that did not have SRC volunteers, having heard success stories about it made 

them feel more positive about the Reading Hack programme. 

 Word of mouth recruitment through young people already involved in Reading Hack seemed 

to be particularly effective. 

 Several libraries have managed to recruit boys. For example in Staffordshire and Telford & 

Wrekin libraries have attracted boys by offering War Hammer or coding clubs.  One library 

used a professional gamer to help advertise for the War Hammer activity. Offering activities 

that boys would find more appealing has been a successful strategy to bring young people 

who traditionally libraries find it difficult to engage with. 

 It has worked well for Reading Hack activities to be combined with existing library 

projects. This helps with staff workload, as well as engaging Reading Hack recruits in the 

library more widely. 

 At Reading Hack launch events, using Eventbrite to distribute tickets and manage RSVPs, let 

the libraries plan for how many young people were coming and created a ‘buzz’ around the 

event. Using social media also helped spread the word. 

 Reading Hack materials supplied by the Reading Agency were found to be very useful by 

Librarians working with young people. In particular, staff appreciated the toolkits, including the 

folder, certificates, calendars, lanyards, t-shirts, posters and postcards. 

 In Manchester it has worked particularly well to tailor posters from the Reading Agency in 

order to make them relevant for their library and community. 

Challenges 

 Youth-led activity, while becoming more usual, is not yet the norm in the libraries, and it will 

take some time for young people and staff to develop this more fully. Staff face a challenge of 

determining how to support and build momentum for the programme, while still ensuring young 

people own and lead the direction and activities.  

 Targeting young people from more disadvantaged backgrounds is a common challenge 

for libraries we spoke with. Library staff agreed that the young people taking part in Reading 

Hack so far tend to already have high aspirations and access to good opportunities. Staff who 

we spoke with acknowledge that the next challenge is to focus on targeting young people who 

would benefit most from engaging with libraries and improved literacy. 

 Funding for delivering activities that Reading Hack participants want to run has been 

highlighted as a key challenge. Library staff felt that they have been very lucky in gaining 

funding to run the projects they have delivered so far but it can be hard when the group comes 

up with good ideas but there isn’t any funding to deliver them. This can be disheartening for 

the participants. Funding concerns are also placed in the context of severe cuts to library 

budgets that were announced at the beginning of this year.  
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 Recruitment is a challenge because all the young people are at different stages in their lives 

and often move on to other things, so there is a need to constantly recruit to keep Reading 

Hack going. 

 Reading Hack did often mean extra work for some staff. Reading Hack at this early stage 

had not freed up staff time, but rather it runs as ‘an extra thing’ competing with other capacity 

needs. Some staff did however say that the benefits far outweighed the extra work Reading 

Hack brought. For others, it could sometimes feel like too much.  

 For some case study areas, differentiating Reading Hack from previous youth programmes, 

and particularly SRCv, is still an ongoing challenge. Some case study areas were keen to 

promote Reading Hack as a separate entity to SRCv, while other areas wanted to merge the 

two programmes so they became one seamless volunteering offer. Either way, libraries face 

challenges around how to do this effectively. They also want to make sure that activities are 

linked to reading, rather than just being something fun to do. 

 Similarly, recruitment for Reading Hack has tended to be through similar channels that libraries 

used for SRCv. Many libraries are working with young people they have worked with in the 

past, or who were already engaged with the library before Reading Hack was taken on. 

Engaging young people who have not interacted with libraries before is therefore still a 

challenge. Plans to recruit more young people involve working more closely with community 

groups, librarians and existing reading groups from secondary schools. This would still 

perhaps only bring young people into Libraries who were already very engaged with libraries 

or with reading. 

Learning 

Recruitment 

 Library staff felt it was important not to make assumptions about which young people might 

be interested in joining the Reading Hack programme. 

 Similarly, it works well if, rather than recruiting a group of young Reading Hackers for a year or 

two and then recruiting another group, that the Reading Hack participant group is 

continuous, with some members leaving and others joining throughout the year. However this 

also carries challenges in continuously needing to recruit new members. 

 Pre interview: Having an in-depth interview with any young person before they get involved 

with Reading Hack was found to be very important. The purpose of the interview is to set 

expectations about the opportunity and ensure the young person is clear about what is 

expected from them. For example, staff in Staffordshire are encouraged to find out what the 

young person is interested in and what skills they want to develop to try and tailor the 

volunteering experience to meet their interests and needs. This tends to work well. 
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Promotion 

 There is a need for libraries to advertise Reading Hack more effectively. Young people 

suggested more adverting through schools using posters and leaflets to encourage more 

young people to join. Reading Hack participants stressed the importance of making Reading 

Hack sound more fun and inviting in any promotional materials, as well as emphasising how 

easy it was to apply and take part. Most of the young people we spoke with found out about 

Reading Hack because they were either already involved with the libraries or they contacted 

the libraries themselves to find out about volunteering opportunities.  

 Staff and stakeholders we spoke with felt that the messages about Reading Hack should 

come from young people themselves, not libraries or local authority staff. Many believed 

that ultimately only when young people themselves begin to shout out about Reading Hack will 

recruitment be successful. In the case study areas messages about Reading Hack are coming 

from adults, and the challenge is in how to get young people to claim ownership over it and to 

start spreading the message in a way that other young people are more likely to relate and 

respond to. There is no firm strategy in place for how this might be done, but will be a focus for 

some of the libraries we spoke to going forward.  

 Good story to tell: in the context of austerity and severe cuts to the library service, some 

stakeholders we spoke with saw a value in Reading Hack providing libraries with a good story 

that demonstrates the differences libraries can make to communities and individuals 

themselves. Reading Hack can help show the validity of the library service offer, as well as 

generate support for libraries from the younger generations.  

 A key challenge was to enable Library staff and young people already involved to talk 

about Reading Hack in an informed and engaged way. Some stakeholders observed that 

staff and young people were finding it difficult to communicate the value and aims of Reading 

Hack, which in turn made it hard for them to captivate young people’s attentions. It is an 

important priority to ensure all staff, as well as young people already involved, could talk about 

the programme in a way that made it understandable and exciting.  

Ongoing management of Reading Hack 

 Library staff felt it was important for projects to be sustainable and on-going, with one 

leading on to another, rather than projects stopping and starting – this helps keep the group 

engaged and motivated. 

 Staff and young people all felt it was important that the Reading Hack programme in each 

library has a relaxed atmosphere that encourages and values social interaction as much 

as the activity itself.  

 Encouraging young people’s ownership is not a clear cut pathway, and libraries taking part 

are trailblazing this model in the sector. Libraries are keen to get Reading Hack to a point 

where young people are making decisions and moving things forward, and where staff can be 

in a position to help facilitate rather than be the driving force to coordinate, organise and lead 

activities. Inevitably, some staff will be more comfortable in how young people own and lead 
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the groups than others. It will be important to look at how staff across the fours case study 

libraries can learn from each other in terms of encouraging young people’s ownership. 

 Some staff we spoke with strongly felt that the Reading Hack programme should bring a 

framework which enables young people to do what they what to do within the library space 

creatively. It should not be a prescriptive programme.  

Communication 

 In the set-up stage, sharing the bigger picture with staff and young people is important. For 

example, in Manchester, the coordinator provided a clear overview of Reading Hack and what 

to expect. Before the initial meetings with the young people, the coordinator prepped the staff 

so they then felt confident passing these messages onto young people. 

 Library staff could find it challenging to contact the young people participating in Reading 

Hack. Some staff said young people would not always reply to emails or even texts. Young 

people we spoke to found that being contacted via email was not the ideal method of 

communication. They suggested that library staff use text or WhatsApp to communicate with 

them. They said they would check their texts much more regularly and reply quicker.  
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6. Conclusions 

The overall impact of Reading Hack 

Even in this first year of set-up and delivery, the impact of Reading Hack is becoming evident for both 

young people and libraries involved.  The programme has been particularly successful in building 

young people’s confidence in themselves and their skill set. It’s also broken down barriers young 

people feel in socialising with those outside their peer group, including parents, younger children and 

new friends. Across the age range, young people taking part are aware of the importance of the types 

of opportunities Reading Hack offers for their CV and developing career relevant experience. 

However, Reading Hack has not yet been able to reach more vulnerable young people (those 

disengaged with reading and libraries), who would perhaps benefit most from these opportunities. 

Where Reading Hack is being delivered in socially deprived areas, the young people taking part are 

those who already have a passion for reading and who often have supportive families that encourage 

them to capitalise on these opportunities.  

For young people, while Reading Hack has performed well overall in terms of suggesting improved 

wellbeing, increased employability and raised aspirations amongst young people, it is more difficult to 

say at this point whether there have been any significant impacts on their long lasting enjoyment and 

engagement with reading. This is primarily because many of the young people we spoke with already 

had a love of reading, read frequently, and appreciated the value it could bring to their lives. Amongst 

those that did not share these characteristics, their involvement with Reading Hack had not 

necessarily changed their attitude, as the activities they took part in more than often had only a 

tenuous link to reading. However, as several participants and staff pointed out, the very practice of 

involving youth more in libraries and widening the reach of those who come in is likely to have a 

knock-on effect to encourage participants to develop more positive attitudes to reading by proximity – 

being in the space, surrounded by books makes reading feel more accessible. 

For libraries, Reading Hack is enabling them to continue to offer youth activities in a time of 

restructuring and funding cuts. Although it builds on past initiatives, the strong youth-led model of the 

programme is also different in its breadth and depth than other opportunities staff have offered before. 

This is positively impacting staff’s confidence in engaging with young people, but there is also a 

learning process taking place in each setting about what this model means in practice. In libraries 

where Reading Hack has not taken off or struggled with keeping young people involved, more 

guidance from the Reading Agency would be useful in terms of how young people can be engaged 

sustainably and a youth culture fostered. There’s also the potential for libraries running Reading Hack 

to share learning and vision about how this looks and what is working in their area. 

Across the libraries we found that Reading Hack had focused on offering volunteering and reading-

inspired activities, rather than peer-to-peer advocacy. It would be interesting to explore as the 

programme develops how the latter could be better embedded into the first two strands and what 

opportunities this advocacy has to engage young people less likely to read or participate in their local 

libraries. Similarly, a factor not yet considered is how Reading Hack impacts those young people who 

simply participate in the reading inspired activities Reading Hackers run, or how the programme 

influences the attitudes of staff not directly involved.    
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As the programme develops in year 2 and 3, there are several key lines of enquiry we also suggest 

exploring more deeply. This includes exploring the difference Reading Hack makes to young people 

taking part in urban and rural areas; how the opportunity attracts and influences boys and girls 

differently; why different age groups participate, how they interpret the opportunity, and what 

motivates them to stay involved.  In terms of survey data, the data would be much more relevant in 

terms of understanding the changes created if it was to be tracked on an individual basis, as success 

is likely to look different for each young person. Finally, in future years of the evaluation, we would like 

to tease out how motivations for young people evolve and differ between when they initially sign up 

for the programme and staying involved in the longer term. 

Many of our specific recommendations for improving the programme going forward are discussed in 

the chapter above on learning and reflections. We have included some general ideas for improvement 

in the section below. 

Recommendations 

Key points for programme improvement 

 Provide more tailored advice and support to organisations around recruiting and engaging 

disadvantaged or disengaged groups.  

 Provide advice and support for young people around effectively recruiting and engaging other 

young people to take part in activities or getting them involved as Reading Hackers over the 

longer term. 

 Create a set of guidelines about how to use the website and what it offers, which can be 

disseminated to all Reading Hack participants. 

 Provide a forum for libraries to share their challenges, successes and ideas with each other. 

This could work particularly well in terms of encouraging a conversation around what a youth-

led culture looks and feels like in the library sector. It is also an opportunity to reassure staff 

around the value for young people of going through the process of ‘hacking’ reading, even 

when the final activity or output may no longer seems directly related to reading.     

 Organise events where Reading Hackers can socialise and learn from other participants 

across their library authority area. Young people felt the best time for this would be once more 

groups had settled into their own Reading Hack activities and had some learning they could 

share with others. 

 Set time aside for staff in libraries to get involved in engaging with and supporting Reading 

Hackers. Especially for temporary staff or those moving around, it’s important to provide 

guidance and encouragement in understanding Reading Hack, the role they can play in 

helping manage and develop it, and how the programme can help them in their role rather 

than taking up additional capacity.  

 Offer support for local libraries to be able to offer incentives and resources for young people 

taking part. 
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Key points to inform the next stage of evaluation 

 Exploring key lines of programme enquiry as the evaluation progresses. This includes probing 

the difference Reading Hack makes to young people taking part in urban and rural areas; how 

the opportunity attracts and influences young people from disadvantaged or disengaged 

backgrounds; why different age groups participate, how they interpret the opportunity, and 

what motivates them to stay involved; and how the experience differs for boys and girls over 

time.  

 Capturing the wider programme impacts in terms of how the programme influences young 

people who participate in activities run by Reading Hackers and how the experience changes 

for participants who take part in the short and long term. 

 Probing the programme outcomes where findings in the quantitative and qualitative evidence 

differ. For example, the survey findings indicated that Reading Hack made young people want 

to read more, which directly contradicted the findings from the qualitative case study research 

where the majority of young people we spoke with said the programme had not had much 

impact on how much they wanted to read but instead impacted what and their approach to 

reading.  

 Linking data at the baseline and exit to consistent groups of young people in subsequent years 

is critical to understanding how the impacts are experienced and by whom. 

 Including case study areas in years 2 and 3 of the evaluation that explore other types of 

organisations adopting Reading Hack (e.g. schools) and how the programme adapts in 

different contexts. 

 Engaging more stakeholder views to understand the impact of Reading Hack in the wider 

community and how the programme adapts to local contexts. 

 Including training and supporting young people to undertake peer research, and ensuring 

there is an evaluation legacy for organisations to take forward and develop in future years.  
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Appendix 1: Young people’s surveys, 
baseline and exit data comparison  
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Appendix 2: Overview of the Case Study 
locations 

Croydon 

Croydon is an urban outer London borough. Croydon Libraries are part of Carillion managed services 

(a private sector integrated services provider, which also manages Ealing, Harrow & Hounslow 

Libraries as part of the group). A new Reading Hack group was set up in Croydon Central Library in 

January 2016 and Croydon Libraries have worked closely with a local high school to recruit young 

Reading Hackers. They hope to set up a second group in another library later in the year, subject to 

staffing and demand from young people. 

The group follows on from similar groups for reading related activities run in previous years and aims 

to build on their past successes. Last year, Croydon Libraries ran a funded project at Thornton Heath 

Library called Library Takeover which was facilitated by Apples and Snakes and Half Moon Theatre 

Company. As part of the project, library staff and young people were trained in events planning, and 

young people organised their own event, with free rein over the library to do so. Building on this, in 

2016 the plan is to offer the Reading Hack group a small budget to plan and organise their own 

reading event, to take place in the library towards the end of the year, using funding for the Summer 

Reading Challenge along with some library funding. 

The group held its first meeting in January which was attended by seven young people, aged 12-15, 

all of whom had been involved in previous activity such as similar groups or the Summer Reading 

Challenge. They are meeting weekly on a Monday afternoon. The Reading Hack group is delivered 

and coordinated by one member of staff (who also delivers or is in the process of setting up Reading 

Hack groups in libraries in three other London boroughs). 

Manchester 

Manchester is a city in the north of England with a vibrant library sector comprising 24 libraries in 

total. Over the past few years, the library sector in Manchester has been focusing its efforts on 

increasing the involvement of young people in their libraries through programmes such as SRCv. This 

feeds into Manchester’s vision for libraries to be a place of learning, fun and as an avenue for young 

people to gain experience and engage with the wider community. Building on their positive experience 

of running SRCv for the past two years, Manchester jumped at the opportunity to become part of 

Reading Hack and offering a year round programme for young people. Reading Hack has also come 

at a time when funding cuts in Manchester have left gaps in crucial services that libraries have 

traditionally provided for young people, such as homework support programmes.  

Reading Hack is currently running in two libraries in Manchester (Longsight and Withington) with the 

hope of expanding to seven more libraries by spring. Across the sites, Manchester has chosen to 

focus on creating all year round volunteering opportunities for young people to develop their creativity 

and digital literacy skills as well as gain experience working with the community. As the programme 
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develops, Manchester would like young people to use the library as a base for community building – 

for example, through projects that engage socially isolated groups, including older people. 

By focusing their Reading Hack activities on digital learning and literacy, Manchester is also hoping to 

develop a programme which builds on the additional Wolfson funding they received to refurbish six 

libraries with digital infrastructure. They expect to develop a more structured set of digitally focused 

Reading Hack activities by the summer.  

In Longsight and Withington, although the Reading Hack groups are still in the process of starting up 

and determining their vision for the form the groups will take, some initial impacts, challenges, and 

learning can already be seen. Both groups met, planned and delivered two craft based activities 

before Christmas with high attendance. They ran events a third time – Harry Potter themed activities – 

in January during OPM’s fieldwork. 

Staffordshire 

Staffordshire is a large rural county in the West Midlands. Staffordshire Libraries have been running 

SRCv programme for several years and the service now wants to extend the summer offer to develop 

a year round volunteering offer. Reading Hack has supported this and Staffordshire Libraries have 

appreciated the strong brand the programme provides along with the additional resources, such as 

the t-shirts and the website.  

All 42 Staffordshire libraries are participating in Reading Hack. Implementation has been coordinated 

by the Stock, Services and Activities Manager. Staffordshire Libraries have developed three specific 

Reading Hack volunteer roles (IT Activist; Events and Activities Activist; and Marketing Activist) and 

have compiled task descriptions and resources to support the recruitment of young volunteers. Library 

District Managers have identified where they want young volunteers and the roles they will be carrying 

out.  By January 2016 they hoped to recruit 20 volunteers but were able to exceed their target and 

have recruited 36 volunteers across their libraries.  

Telford & Wrekin 

Telford & Wrekin is a unitary authority, with a mixture of urban and rural areas. The Telford & Wrekin 

Reading Hack group is held in Southwater Library in the centre of Telford. 

The Reading Hack group follows on from a history of running similar programmes for young people 

over the last 8-10 years, as well as delivering SRCv. The current Reading Hack group consists of 12 

young people aged between 11 and 15 years. Of these, some were previously involved in other 

groups, while others were newly recruited. The group meets three times a month (twice on a 

Thursday evening and once on a Saturday afternoon). The Reading Hack group is delivered and 

coordinated by one member of staff. 

Telford & Wrekin has been actively reaching out to “harder-to-reach” groups, including looked-after 

children, home educated children, children with disabilities, and children from the travelling 

community. These approaches were particularly successful during the Summer Reading Challenge. 

The Reading Hack group has focused on exploring a variety of art forms including reading, creative 

writing, photography, drama and storytelling and many of the young people involved have also been 
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volunteers. Most recently the Reading Hack group has been working on a project with Shropshire 

Archives, called ‘Telford our New Town’. The group was inspired by the digitisation of historical 

images of the local area and developed a smartphone app that takes people on a trail around Telford, 

and a giant pop-up book called “Once Upon a Telford”. They also planned, carried out and recorded 

interviews with people who were involved in planning the new town. Following on from this they have 

been working with a rap artist to create poems and songs inspired by what they have learnt about 

local history. Another project they are currently working on is a talent showcase in the park, for their 

Silver Arts award. 

 


