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Introduction 
The Summer Reading Challenge encourages children in England, Scotland and Wales to read six 
books during the summer holiday. There is a different theme each year. Children can read whatever 
they like - fact books, joke books, picture books, audio books - just as long as they are borrowed from 
the library. Children receive special rewards each time they finish a book and there is a certificate for 
everyone who completes the Challenge. 

The Summer Reading Challenge is open to all children aged 4 to 11 and is designed for all reading 
abilities. Schools work with local libraries and give out information to encourage children to take 
part, and most libraries also run early years activity for 0 to 3 year olds linked to the Summer Reading 
Challenge. 

The theme for the 2016 Summer Reading Challenge was The Big Friendly Read, linked with the 
celebrations of Roald Dahl’s 100th birthday. The Challenge launched in Scotland on Saturday 25 June 
and in England and Wales on Saturday 16 July. In total, 755,208 children took part in the Challenge in 
2016.  

As well as monitoring reach, we are always keen to find out about the experience of the families that 
take part. Therefore, in 2016 we carried out a family participation survey. The results were very 
positive, demonstrating that families really value and enjoy taking part in the Challenge, and it makes 
a difference to their reading behaviour and library usage over the summer holidays. This report 
outlines the findings from the survey.  

Methodology 
The survey focused on the impact of the Summer Reading Challenge and was short and easy to 
complete. It was available online via the Survey Monkey website and was publicised by libraries and 
on social media. Parents or carers were asked to complete the survey with their child, discussing the 
answers as necessary. The survey was accessible on smart phones for ease of completion.  

The survey was completed by 1671 respondents between the end of July and the start of November 
2016. The sample size is good for a study of this type. However, because respondents volunteered to 
complete the survey, it is possible that they held more positive views than participants who did not 
complete the survey. Therefore, the findings are indicative of the experience of participants but may 
not be fully generalisable. We carried out the same survey in 2015 and the results were broadly 
similar, but we have not made direct comparisons because the sample size in 2015 was small.  

Findings 

Demographics of respondents  
We asked respondents the age and gender of their child and the region that they were based in. The 
results show that 60% of respondents were answering related to a child aged four to seven, and 32% 
were answering in relation to a child aged eight to eleven. A small number were referring to a child 
aged three and under (7%) or twelve and older (1%). The gender split was relatively equal: 45% of 
respondents were the parent or carer of a boy and 53% of a girl. A small number preferred not to 
give this information: in some cases because they were answering with reference to more than one 



 

child. It had been recommended that they complete a separate survey for each child in this situation, 
but some respondents didn’t do so and instead mentioned in their comments that they had more 
than one child.  

Respondents were drawn from a range of geographical areas across England, Scotland and Wales. In 
total, 157 library authorities were represented in the data. The vast majority (96%) of respondents 
were from England, 2% were from Scotland and 2% from Wales. Certain local authorities had much 
higher response rates than others, with the following four library authorities achieving over 100 
responses: Worcestershire County Council, North Yorkshire County Council, West Sussex County 
Council and Hampshire County Council.  

How participants found out about the Summer Reading Challenge 
We asked respondents where they had first heard about the Summer Reading Challenge and the vast 
majority (55%) said that they heard about it at the library. A substantial minority (28%) had heard 
about it at school, highlighting the important role played by outreach activity in promoting 
engagement. Small numbers heard about the Challenge from a friend (4%) or from their child (3%). 
Some respondents (5%) selected ‘other’ and the most frequent explanation for doing so was that 
they had been taking part in the Summer Reading Challenge for a number of years, as is the case in 
this comment: 

My eldest son (now 20!) did the 1st challenge in the summer of 2001 when we 
still lived in London (enrolled at East Dulwich library) [and then] his 2 younger 
siblings took part in due course. Now our youngest (11 yrs) has just completed 
her last challenge. End of an era. (Parent of an 8 to 11 year old girl, Norfolk 
County Council) 

Most respondents (65%) reported that their child had taken part in the Summer Reading Challenge 
before 2016. The majority reported that their child already had a library card when they started the 
Challenge (92%). A small number (7%) of respondents reported that their child first got a library card 
when they started the Challenge and 14% of respondents reported that they had joined the library 
themselves as a result of their child taking part.   

Together, these findings indicate that the Summer Reading Challenge is predominantly used by 
families who are already accessing the library and the library itself is the key source of promotion. 
However, the results also show that in around one in ten cases the Challenge can act as a catalyst for 
library membership, particularly for parents/carers.  

Comments made by respondents indicate that even for existing library users the Challenge can 
increase library usage: 

Although we have been members of a library for a while we used it more 
during the challenge. My daughter loved reading the books and collecting the 
cards and medal really encouraged her to read to us even more than she 
already did. (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old girl, West Sussex County Council) 

We would most likely only visit the library on rainy days in the summer 
holidays were it not for the challenge, which makes weekly visits so much 
more fun, whatever the weather. I consider the library to be a little haven. 
(Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, Hampshire County Council) 

Some felt that the Challenge didn’t change their library usage, but they still really valued taking part:  



 

The children have been used to go[ing] to the library and talk[ing] about books 
since they have been very small, thus the challenge did not make a big 
difference in our reading pattern/use of the library but nevertheless they 
enjoyed getting prizes for reading. (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, Cheshire 
East Council) 

The ways in which participants read 
The survey asked families about the types of reading that engage in as part in the Summer Reading 
Challenge. We found that families read in a variety of ways, including family members reading to 
their children (77%), children reading on their own (75%) and family members listening to their child 
read (75%). Large numbers of participants (80%) also talk about books as part of the Challenge. 
Smaller numbers used audio books (15%) and ebooks/book apps (10%).  

The activity that took place varied according to age group. As we would expect, higher numbers of 
children read on their own as they get older. Similarly, usage of audio books and ebooks/book apps 
increases with age. Talking about books, family members reading to children and listening to children 
read varies with age, but not in the same linear fashion: these activities peak for the 4 to 7 year old 
age group. The table below includes the full data by age group: 

Have you and your child done any of the following as part of 
the Summer Reading Challenge? 0 to 3 4 to 7 8 to 11 Overall 

Your child talked about books 45% 84% 81% 80% 

You or a family member read to your child 75% 83% 68% 77% 

You or a family member listened to your child reading to you 30% 81% 75% 75% 

Your child read on their own 23% 71% 91% 75% 

Your child listened to audio books 12% 14% 18% 15% 

Your child read ebooks or used book apps 6% 9% 12% 10% 

In some instances the Challenge changed the type of reading that participants engaged in: 

We enjoy visiting the library anyway but this helped motivate her to choose 
books which she could have a go at reading herself rather than always picking 
books for me to read to her. We also enjoyed rating the books afterwards. 
(Parent of a 4 to 7 year old girl, Telford & Wrekin Borough Council) 

It really helped my child focus on reading different books and independently 
too. (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old girl, Birmingham City Council) 

It really helped [my son] to become more confident with his reading. He 
decided he liked reading if he could read to himself rather than out loud. When 
questioned about what he had read he had a clear understanding of the story 
and the vocabulary.  (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, Stockton-on-Tees 
Borough Council) 

The impact of the Summer Reading Challenge 
We asked respondents if they agreed or disagreed with a number of statements about the impact of 

the Summer Reading Challenge and the results were very positive. Respondents were most likely to 

report that the Challenge has strong positive impacts in the following areas:  



 

 89% felt the Challenge helped their child enjoy reading  

 84% reported that it increased conversation about books  

 82% believed that it encouraged children to read more over the summer  

 77% felt that taking part increased library usage  

The table below shows the responses in more detail: 

  
Strongly 
agree Agree 

Not 
sure Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

My child read more this summer because of the Challenge 42% 40% 7% 10% 1% 

The Challenge helped my child enjoy reading 40% 48% 6% 4% 1% 

We used the library more than before 35% 42% 7% 15% 1% 

We talked more about books and reading 34% 51% 8% 7% 0% 

My child read different types of books because of the Challenge 31% 41% 13% 14% 1% 

We plan to continue using the library more than before 29% 45% 16% 10% 1% 

My child felt more confident about reading after the Challenge 27% 40% 21% 11% 1% 

As the table indicates, respondents were mostly likely to strongly agree that as a result of the 
Summer Reading Challenge their child read more of the summer and least likely to strongly agree 
that their child felt more confident about reading after the Challenge. However, large numbers of 
respondents still agree with this statement (67% in total) and it is worth noting that 21% were not 
sure: this might relate to some parents feeling unable to attribute changes directly to participation in 
the Challenge or to some children already being confident readers, as indicated by this comment: 

My son really enjoyed it but he is already a good, confident reader and has 
read over 60 books in the summer holiday, so it wasn't a challenge for him.  
(Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, Birmingham City Council) 

This suggests that for some families that are already active library users and prolific readers, the 
Challenge might have less of an impact. A minority of comments included in the survey responses 
referred to this, but all made it very clear that the Summer Reading Challenge is still a highly valued 
activity:     

Just as a note to my above "strongly disagree" answers. My children and I are 
voracious readers, we all read every day and use the library a huge amount, we 
would do so without the challenge but we love taking part. (Parent of a boy 
and a girl aged 8 to 11, Wiltshire County Council) 

Overwhelmingly, the comments in the survey highlight the positive impacts of the Challenge. Many 
respondents referred to how it had changed their child’s attitude to reading, including increasing 
their reading confidence: 

The challenge totally transformed our daughter's approach to reading. She 
liked the competitive idea of trying to achieve a goal, but in the process 
discovered a love of reading which had previously evaded her! (Parent of an 8 
to 11 year old girl, London Borough of Bromley)  



 

I was able to get my son to read more and more challenging books over the six 
books. This has given him so much confidence in his reading for when he went 
back to school (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, Birmingham City Council) 

It made me feel more confident because I read so many books that were 
longer than I had read before.  Now I really like reading. (4 to 7 year old girl, 
Cheshire East Council)  

Respondents also noted that the Summer Reading Challenge had encouraged them to read more or 

to read different books over the summer: 

It made reading a little more fun over the holidays. If we hadn't taken the 
challenge my two boys probably wouldn't have read one book, never mind six! 
It gave them an incentive. (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, North Yorkshire 
County Council) 

In the holidays my children never use[d] to read much as they weren't 
provided with books from school and we have read all our books at home. So 
we managed to get my children reading different types of books and also 
improve their reading skills in the process. Now my children look forward to 
going to the library at the weekends. (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, Norfolk 
County Council) 

I've loved picking my own books that I wouldn't normally get to choose in 
school. I like doing the reading challenge as I get to experience different types 
of books (8 to 11 year old girl, Peterborough City Council) 

It's a good motivator for parents as well as the children, we all have busy lives 
and the weeks can pass quickly in the summer holidays so it's good to have a 
challenge to keep the children reading especially while they are off school. 
(Parent of a 4 to 7 year old girl, Wakefield MDC)  

As a result of the Challenge, respondents observed that their child’s reading ability had increased: 

Amazing. It has transformed my son's attitude towards books. He is now a 
confident rather than a reluctant reader and has moved up 4 levels of book as 
a result.  (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, Worcestershire County Council) 

The summer challenge was definitely a turning point in both my children's 
reading this year - the youngest progressed approximately 3-4 bookbands and 
the elder expanded her tastes. I think they would both describe themselves as 
bookworms as a result. It was great! (Parent of two 4 to 7 year old girls, 
London Borough of Lewisham) 

The theme was very well received, by parents and children alike:  

I loved the opportunity to share Roald Dahl stories with my girls which I loved 
reading as a kid and still do. (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old girl, Gwynedd County 
Council) 



 

It was the best thing ever because I love reading. I liked the Roald Dahl theme 
and he is one of my favourite authors. I liked the books that I read and liked 
seeing key school in the league table at the library and was hoping we would 
win this year (4 to 7 year old girl, Staffordshire County Council) 

The incentives included as part of the Challenge were particularly valued as well as the fact that it is a 
nation-wide initiative: 

My daughter loved the scratch and sniff reward cards and the incentive of 
getting a medal at the end. She reads a lot anyway, but I think it was special for 
her to feel like her reading over the summer was working towards, and part of, 
something bigger. (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old girl, Hampshire County Council)  

I thought it was a good idea and the idea of a medal at the end provided 
motivation. The word challenge in the name made us select more challenging 
books to read than what we normally get (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, 
 Leeds City Council) 

Good fun, really enjoyed the different books and liked talking to the lady in the 
library about them and laughing with her. I loved the stickers and felt proud 
when I got my certificate and medal. (4 to 7 year old boy, Hampshire County 
Council)  

Some respondents said that they liked the fact that their children were encouraged to write book 

reviews or talk to library staff and volunteers about the books they had read, but for a minority this 

was offputting:  

It was very well organised and [my son] became more confident talking to a 
stranger about the books as we progressed through the challenge. (Parent of a 
4 to 7 year old boy, Suffolk County Council) 

Both my girls aren't confident in talking to strangers. So getting them to 
discuss the books they had read made them uncomfortable and did put them 
off wanting to keep going. Needs other option for timid children to show that 
they have read the books without talking to people they don't know (Parent of 
a 8 to 11 year old girl, Surrey County Council) 

The library staff and volunteers were praised by many respondents and the activities that they ran as 

part of the Challenge were really valued: 

The volunteers were excellent and very patient. It was great they there [were] 
often young male volunteers for my child to chat to as they were great role 
models. (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, West Sussex County Council) 

The library staff do such a great job listening to the children discuss the stories. 
(Parent of an 8 to 11 year old boy, Worcestershire County Council) 

[We] enjoyed the activities which tied in over the holidays. We came in and 
made BFG ears and wriggled worms for Mr Twits beard which my son enjoyed. 
(Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, North Yorkshire County Council) 



 

The responses indicated that the Challenge has a very broad appeal, including for reluctant readers 

and those with additional needs: 

My child struggles with reading and tries to avoid it. The reading challenge is 
brilliant for encouraging a reluctant reader. (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old girl, 
 South Gloucestershire Council) 

My son is autistic, and the stickers and medal he gets at the end are a very 
good incentive for him to participate in the challenge (Parent of a 4 to 7 year 
old boy,  West Sussex County Council) 

Great for encouraging my daughter to read as she has just been diagnosed 
with delay in speech sound development which is having a big impact on her 
learning to read. Made going to the library and choosing books exciting and 
encouraged her to keep going so she could get the medal at the end. (Parent of 
a 4 to 7 year old girl, Shropshire County Council) 

The challenge was good for Tom, he is dyslexic, so reading is a challenge but he 
enjoyed reading the books he chose together, he also felt he achieved 
something which is a boost to his confidence. (Parent of an 8 to 11year old 
boy, Leicestershire County Council) 

Feedback from children 
Children were also asked what they thought of the Summer Reading Challenge and the feedback was 

overwhelmingly positive. The word cloud below shows some of the key words that used to describe 

the Challenge: 

 



 

Children enjoyed the Challenge for a number of reasons:  

Love choosing books. Like Christmas getting new books every week but it 
doesn't cost anything it's all free. I liked telling the lady about the story. She 
was nice. I got a certificate and showed my teacher. I want to do it again. (4 to 
7 year old girl, West Sussex County Council) 

I loved doing it and enjoyed meeting new friends and doing different arts (4 to 
7 year old boy, Angus Council) 

Loved it, I love the characters & the cards I got. I also liked entering the books 
on the big read website. I always like the hunt in the library, looking for the 
characters too. This is my 4th summer reading challenge. (8 to 11 year old boy, 
 Birmingham City Council) 

Children valued the incentives that they received as part of the Challenge, showing pride in receiving 

their medal and certificate and seeing their name on the board in the library: 

I liked the challenge and getting the pictures - I looked forward to getting 
them. I was very happy when I got my first one. It was fun and I was proud to 
get my medal. (8 to 11 year old girl, Cardiff City Council) 

I loved the challenge as wanted a medal and to go on the board. I was the first 
one to finish! (4 to 7 year old boy, Medway Council) 

I liked the Reading Challenge, I liked collecting the prizes and having an award 
ceremony. I love visiting the library. I was proud to complete it. (4 to 7 year old 
girl, Worcestershire County Council) 

Areas for improvement 
As illustrated in the above quotes, the vast majority of respondents were very positive about the 

Challenge. A few suggestions for improvements were also made by parents and carers. Some 

respondents felt that the incentives for the mini-challenge for 0 to 3 year olds should be the same as 

the incentive for the main challenge, as the difference caused problems for them when they had two 

children taking part and receiving different incentives: 

Disappointing that the mini challenge didn't reward the children with the 
rainbow glasses, medal or voucher as my 2 year old was upset not getting the 
same rewards despite doing the same challenge (in her eyes!). (Parent of a 4 to 
7 year old boy and 0 to 3 year old girl, West Berkshire District Council) 

Some suggested that the Challenge should continue for older age groups, or that there should be 

Challenges throughout the year, for example in half term and other holidays:  

Thought it was a great idea to encourage reading throughout the holiday. It's a 
shame the age limit is 11. Maybe you could introduce one for teenage 
children, I think they are the ones that need to be encouraged more to read! 
(Parent of a 4 to 7 year old girl, Cornwall County Council) 



 

We as a family enjoyed the summer reading challenge…I would appreciate if 
we have similar challenges for half term breaks too. It’s great not just in 
keeping them busy but also challenges them to read different types of books 
(Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, South Gloucestershire Council) 

I thought the library staff were so enthusiastic about the whole challenge and I 
would like to see something like this obviously on a smaller scale for use 
throughout the year as it definitely encourages more reading children love 
stickers and recognition rewards (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, Surrey 
County Council) 

The desire to expand the Challenge further emphasises the high value that people place on it. 

As in previous years there were a small number of comments suggesting changing the number of 

books that should be read – for some six was felt to be too few, for some it was too many, while 

others felt it was just right:  

It is good but the challenge of the number of books read can be unfair. For 
example my 5 year old has short books and could read 2-3 in one sitting 
whereas my older children would prefer to choose novels and there is no way 
they could read 6 of these in the holidays so they just picked quick easy to read 
ones to complete the challenge (Parent of a 4 to 7 and 8 to 11 year old, Kent 
County Council) 

I thought it was perfectly judged. 6 books was an achievable level to reach but 
encouraged them to want more. The prizes were well judged, not too small, 
not too big.  (Parent of a 4 to 7 year old boy, North Yorkshire County Council) 

However, most did not comment on the number of books at all and there was not a clear consensus 

among those suggesting changing the number of books. Therefore, we would not recommend 

altering the number of books. 

While in general the incentives were very well received, especially the rainbow glasses that were 

available this year, there were a small number of comments about providing cards as an incentive 

rather than stickers: 

I thought the topic was great - but I was unsure about the cards. Although it 
was interesting reading them out to my daughter - she couldn't put them in 
herself, and was much less interested than she was with stickers. (Parent of a 4 
to 7 year old girl, Hampshire County Council) 

For my 9 year old it was fine but for my 5 year old the cards she collected 
weren't of interest to her as she hasn't read many Roald Dahl books at her age. 
They much preferred the last few years where they received stickers and it was 
more pictorial based to suit all ages. (Parent of 4 to 7 year old girl and 8 to 11 
year old boy, Dorset County Council) 

  



 

Conclusion 
Overall, the survey results show that the Summer Reading Challenge is a highly valued activity which 
parents or carers and children enjoy being part of. Respondents are very positive about the benefits 
of taking part in the Challenge, love receiving the incentives and value the way in which it encourages 
them to make more time for reading and visiting the library over the summer. 

The key impacts of the Challenge are that it encourages the enjoyment of reading, increases the 
amount that families talk about and read books over the summer and it promotes library usage. 
Many respondents report that as a result of the Challenge their child’s attitudes to reading have 
changed and in some cases there has been an observable improvement in their reading ability.  

Only a small number of comments suggested areas for improvement, which further emphasises the 
positive views about the Challenge. The theme this year was very well received and the hard work of 
library staff and volunteers in delivering the Challenge was recognised by many respondents.   

To conclude with the words of one child that took part in the Challenge:  

The summer reading challenge is so much fun and helps you read more I would 
recommend it to everyone (8 to 11 year old girl, West Sussex County Council) 

 

 


