
Reading Hack: Developing targeted work with young 
people 
 

                                                                                      

As you develop Reading Hack in your authority, you may be thinking about ways in which you 
can target your work with young people. In 2015 twelve library services were supported by 
funding from the Cabinet Office to engage targeted groups of young people in summer 
volunteering.  Although most libraries found the work required time and persistence in building 
key partnerships, in many cases they were able to support those young people in gaining skills 
and confidence who might not otherwise have had the opportunity. Here we share their 
learning from the project.  

 

Targeted groups 
  
Working through partners, library services engaged a wide range of young people from the 
following targeted groups: 

 Young people from rural and socially deprived areas 

 NEETS and potential NEETS (at risk of not engaging) 

 Looked After Children 

 Young people with ADHD, learning difficulties or on the autistic spectrum 

 Young people with mental health issues 

 Young people with low literacy 

 Young carers 
  
Libraries worked with local community and youth services including Community Support Officers, 
Youth Support Service, Community Engagement means, Corporate parenting teams,  Social 
Inclusion service, Home Educated Inclusion Team, Mental Health Unit, Family Outreach works.  
They also worked with local charities and organisations e.g. Headstart and First Place training.  
  

1. Tailoring your offer and supporting young people 
 

Young people need roles tailored to their additional needs without being stigmatised in the 
process. Libraries should ensure young people have individual support while feeling a part of the 
wider programme. In some cases, frontline staff are unaware which young people are ‘targeted’ 
and instead are given training in welcoming all young people. 

 

 Tailoring roles: Sometimes, young people want to take part but don’t always want to be 
traditional volunteers. Libraries created initial roles which young people could take on 
before building up to working with children. Libraries found that keeping activities short 
and varied was key to maintaining interest and enthusiasm. Roles behind the scenes 
worked well for young people lacking in confidence or reading skills.  Libraries met with 
parents and talked with young people to find out what would work. Examples of tasks 



 

included: counting out invitations to go out to schools, making ballot boxes for the 
Pledge Day, creating displays and testing games and apps.  

 Feeling part of things: Young people need to feel part of the wider group of volunteers 
while supported with tailored tasks.  

 Building confidence with 1:1 training: As some of the young people were more nervous 
than typical SRC volunteers, some libraries supported them with 1:1 training alongside 
group training for all SRC volunteers. Libraries spoke to the new young person about any 
issues and worries they had (which were mostly about confidence). 1:1 training also 
helped to manage expectations for both parties.  

 Supporting keyworkers: Libraries found that building supportive bridges between the 
young person and the library were important. Involvement of adults had a massive 
impact on how supported young people felt.  

 Making time and listening – supporting young people’s needs and building a strong 
relationship was found to be key. 

 

2. Building strong partnerships 
 

All libraries commented that successful partnerships were key to delivering targeted work but 
building these relationships required persistence, networking and early planning. 

 Start early and identify key people: Establish 'bridges' between the library and the 
young person and get these people on board at the start. 

 Timescales: Be clear about your timescales and be aware of partner’s timescales which 
may be different or conflicting. Some young people move quickly through a partnering 
scheme.  

 Persistence: Libraries all commented that they did not receive much response a lot of 
the time, but when you do get a good contact it’s invaluable. Don't expect too much too 
soon.  

 Establishing mutual priorities: Try to find mutual priorities with partners. Look at targets 
together and try to make connections.   

 Clear communication with keyworkers: In many cases the young people were 
supported by a keyworker so clear communication and sharing expectations with the 
keyworker are crucial.  

 Data protection: Data protection issues may affect your ability to support young people 
directly. Some partners are unable to disclose details about young people which can 
present challenges in tailoring support for the young person.  

 

3. Supporting library staff 
 

Libraries varied their approach to how they included frontline staff in the process. In some cases, 
frontline staff were unaware of which young people had additional needs and were supported to 



 

welcome all young people. In other cases, staff were informed in order to be able to better 
support particular young people. The best way to decide on the approach is to evaluate on a case 
by case basis.  
 

Other top tips 

 Remember the value of teenagers in libraries especially as fewer younger staff are 
recruited.  

 Talk and listen. Be very clear about expectations and really listen to what they have to 
say. 

 Tailor the task to the individual. They all have different strengths and weakness. Get 
them involved in the planning of the activity from a very early stage so they all have an 
investment in it. 

 Be persistent and don't give up. Some of the young people won't be used to people 
asking their opinions and may not react well, but explain clearly about why and what 
you are doing and how and what they can influence.  

 Network widely and have the support of the Library Service in place from the start.   

 Safeguarding issues - read up on it. Be aware of who to contact if something goes wrong.  

 Remember these young people aren't used to the same level of social inclusion as other 
young people. They are usually from very different backgrounds and need support with 
tasks that other young people may find straightforward. 

 Preparation, preparation, preparation. Start working with the teams very early on and 
prepare the young people well in advance.  

 Focus on THEIR strengths so they can see how their skills have led to a positive outcome 
- don't set them up to fail. 

 Keep supporting the young person - keep asking questions to make sure they are being 
remembered. 

 Be realistic about what you can do in the time available. 

 Focus on outcomes and not so much numbers.  

 Be flexible, work to suit the needs of the volunteer. Find out what their skills are, work 
with that.  

 Let staff know what you are trying to achieve - mainly emails to get across to everyone. 
If possible, have one to one meeting with library managers.  

 Have their induction in smaller libraries and introduce them to staff and bring their key 
worker.  

 Use some of the experienced young people as mentors. 
 
 
 


