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Overview  
The Reading Agency, along with the UK public library network, has organised the Summer Reading 

Challenge since 1999. It is the UK’s biggest annual reading promotion for children aged four to 

eleven. The Summer Reading Challenge draws children into their local libraries and inspires them to 

read for pleasure by combining free access to books with fun social activities and a creative online 

element. Throughout the Summer Reading Challenge, library staff and teenage and adult volunteers 

support children, helping them to discover new authors and explore a wide range of different types 

of books. 

Through programmes such as the Summer Reading Challenge, The Reading Agency wants to inspire 

more people to read more, encourage them to share their enjoyment of reading and celebrate the 

difference that reading makes to all our lives. These programmes, delivered in partnership with 

libraries, are designed to take people on their personal reading journey and for many young readers 

the Summer Reading Challenge can be their first step on that journey. 

In Scotland, the Summer Reading Challenge is sponsored by Tesco Bank and is called The Tesco Bank 

Summer Reading Challenge Scotland.   

Why the Summer Reading Challenge is important 

 Reading for pleasure is the best way to support children to develop into confident readers 

 The Summer Reading Challenge provides libraries with a platform to engage with an 

increasingly diverse educational landscape 

 The Summer Reading Challenge is accessible for children with a range of special education 

needs and disability 

 The pre-school materials support local authorities in their school readiness agenda 

 The parallel volunteer element provides opportunities for young people to gain skills and 

work experience beneficial to further education, community engagement and 

employment 

 The Summer Reading Challenge is cost effective and enables local authorities to benefit 

from economies of scale whilst being flexible to meet local priorities (the core Summer 

Reading Challenge materials costs libraries less than £1 per child)  

 

“The Summer Reading Challenge is a really good idea, encouraging children to enjoy and read 
more books, increasing their vocabulary as well as gaining more confidence in reading.  

This is highly recommended to all parents and children.”   
Parent, London Borough of Hillingdon 
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2016 Participation 

Introduction  

In 2016, 98% of UK local authorities took part in the Summer Reading Challenge.  All participating 

authorities submitted data for inclusion in this report. The submissions include participation statistics 

and feedback from local authority run libraries, mobile libraries and volunteer-led libraries. The 

additional feedback provided helps The Reading Agency and libraries shape the Summer Reading 

Challenge of the future.  

Total Participation  

In total 755,208 children participated in the Summer Reading Challenge in England, Wales and 

Scotland (Northern Ireland did not take part this year), of these: 

 729,793 children  between ages 4-11 years inclusive took part in the  Challenge at their local 

library (43% were boys) 

 25,415 children under 4 took part using specially produced Summer Reading Challenge pre-

school materials, an increase of 11.8% from 2015 

Internationally, the Summer Reading Challenge reached a further 16,580 children who participated 

though the British Council and the armed forces, and in Eire and the USA. 

UK Library Participation   

Of the 729,793 children aged 4-11 who participated in the main Challenge: 

 424,579 children (58%) completed the Challenge by reading at least six books (43% 

were boys) 

 68,040 children joined the library as new members during the Challenge this summer 

 In addition, 7,761 Reading Hack young volunteers aged 12 to 24 enthusiastically 

supported the Challenge by helping younger children take part  

 The families1 that took part in the Challenge reported that it had strong positive impacts in 

the following areas:  

o 89% felt the Challenge helped their child enjoy reading   

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

o 77% felt that taking part increased library usage 

 We estimate that there were more than 16 million children’s loans over the summer 

based on the data supplied by 80% of participating libraries about their borrowing figures 

 162,768 users visited the website  

 548 children used the Summer Reading Challenge to achieve Arts Award Discover2 across  

19 authorities in England (this figure may increase as children finish their Arts Award in 

the autumn term) 

 248 visually impaired children participated using specially produced VI materials  

                                                           

1
 2016 Summer Reading Challenge Family Survey 

2
 www.artsaward.org.uk/srcdiscover 

https://readingagency.org.uk/resources/1890/
http://www.artsaward.org.uk/srcdiscover
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How the Summer Reading Challenge works  
Each year, the Summer Reading Challenge adopts a theme which is popular with children and 

families. For 2016 the theme was The Big Friendly Read, delivered in collaboration with The Roald 

Dahl Literary Estate to celebrate 100 years of the world’s favourite storyteller. The Big Friendly Read 

featured some of Roald Dahl's best-loved characters and the amazing artwork of his principal 

illustrator, Sir Quentin Blake. 

 

For more information about the Summer Reading Challenge, please visit our website 

readingagency.org.uk/children or our year-round children’s website summerreadingchallenge.org.uk   

The Summer Reading Challenge and local authority corporate policy  

Reading for pleasure 

The Summer Reading Challenge, delivered by libraries, is the UK’s leading reading for pleasure 

programme for primary aged children. The Challenge harnesses the power of reading for pleasure to 

improve children’s life chances.  Reading for pleasure is a more important determinant of children’s 

educational success than their family’s socio-economic status3 and the only out-of-school activity 

demonstrably linked to securing managerial or professional jobs4. The Challenge also motivates 

children to read more independently and often, and inspires boys to read outside the classroom 

(only 1 in 4 boys read outside class every day5).   

                                                           

3
 OECD 2002; Oxford University 2011 

4  
University of Oxford, 2011  

5
 The National Literacy Trust Report 2012 

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/children
http://www.summerreadingchallenge.org.uk/
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“Really good.  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.” Child, Cheshire East  
 
“I love the Summer Reading Challenge; it ensures my daughter continues reading throughout the 
school holidays. She has gained so much confidence in reading now and loves her trips to the library 
often asking to go back the following day. ” Parent, Nottingham 
 
“Children who love reading will read more and, over time, choose literature which is more demanding 
and suitably stretching. It creates a virtuous circle: as the amount a child reads increases, their 
reading attainment improves, which in turn encourages them to read more. All reading makes a 
difference, but evidence suggests that reading for pleasure makes the most.”  
Reading: the next steps (Department for Education, 2015. DFE-00094-2015) 

School readiness and successful learners   

25,415 under 4s were able to take part in this year’s Summer Reading Challenge using the specially 

produced pre-school materials. Parents and carers who regularly share books with their young 

children are helping their child’s speech and language development, which in turn sets their children 

up for the best start in their school lives6.   

As well as ensuring school readiness, the Summer Reading Challenge is also encouraging children 

who are already in school to continue reading over the long summer break to keep up their reading 

skills and confidence.    

“It motivated my child to read for himself, rather than seeing it as a school chore. Both this year and 
last he went up a reading level at school after the summer. This wouldn't have happened without the 
Summer Reading Challenge.”  Parent, Worcestershire  

“Reading widely... opens up a treasure-house of wonder and joy for curious young minds.” 
National Curriculum for English 2014 Key Stages 1 and 2 

Getting the message about the Summer Reading Challenge into schools in the run up to the summer 

holidays is vital in encouraging children to participate and in 2016 library staff visited 8,229 schools 

to promote the Summer Reading Challenge.   

As staff capacity reduces we are seeing a fall in the number of school visits and the Summer Reading 

Challenge digital schools’ pack is becoming an increasingly useful resource for libraries as part of 

their school engagement plan. The schools pack is designed to help teachers promote the Summer 

Reading Challenge as a summer holiday activity to their pupils. Library authorities shared the digital 

schools’ pack with over 11,000 schools.   

As well as making the digital schools’ pack available to libraries, it was also available via The Reading 

Agency’s website where it was downloaded 2,993 times and also via the TES website where it was 

viewed 3,107 times. 

                                                           

6
 Social Inequalities in Cognitive Scores at age 16: The Role of Reading, Alice Sullivan and Matt Brown, 2013 
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“Parents, schools, libraries and others all have a vital role to play in fostering a love of reading 

amongst children. The government welcomes and supports the many initiatives that exist to 

encourage children to read widely and develop a love of books: World Book Day, the Summer 

Reading Challenge and Premier League Reading Stars to name but a few.”   

Reading: the next steps (Department for Education, 2015. DFE-00094-2015) 

Health, well-being and confidence  

The Summer Reading Challenge brings families together through reading, as well as offering a rich 

variety of free creative events. These free events give children and families the opportunity to 

connect with others in a community setting, helping children to build their confidence in social 

interaction and strengthen family bonds. This year, through the Summer Reading Challenge, libraries 

gave 398,354 children and their families the opportunity to attend 16,568 high-quality events. 

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

reading levels, range, motivation and confidence.  Increasingly, the Challenge is being used by 

libraries and schools to target children most in need of support with reading.  

"I loved it. I am proud of my certificate and I liked talking to the people about the books"  

Child, West Sussex 

“It gave the kids structure and milestones to aim for. They really loved the Roald Dahl theme and felt 

an obvious sense of achievement completing the Challenge. It made them proud! The Summer 

Reading Challenge was definitely a turning point in both my children's reading this year - the 

youngest progressed approx. 3-4 book bands and the elder expanded her tastes. I think they would 

both describe themselves as bookworms as a result. It was great!”  Parent, London Borough of 

Lewisham 

“Through reading… pupils have a chance to develop culturally, emotionally, intellectually, socially  

and spiritually.”   National Curriculum for English 2014 

Special Education Needs & Disability (SEND) 

The Summer Reading Challenge is inclusive of all children and families, and all stages of reading 

development, allowing children with special education needs and disabilities to take part. 

The Challenge is all about choice and puts the child in control.  There are no levels so children can 

choose whatever they want to borrow from their library – joke books, graphic novels, poetry, non-

fiction - and audio books count too. 

In addition, we produce special VI materials which can also be used to help children with learning 

difficulties like dyslexia (due to the enhanced contrast, yellow background, large fonts). 

“It was a real treat to be able to do something all together as a family, including my son who is 

autistic. Too many other summer holiday activities either exclude him, or cater just for him, but the 

reading challenge was something all of my children could enjoy together” 

Parent, Chichester Library, West Sussex 
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Community Engagement through Volunteers  

This year 7,761 volunteers aged 12 to 24 across 163 authorities supported 

the Summer Reading Challenge across the UK, with the double benefits of 

acting as positive role models for children and building their own 

confidence, love of reading, and pre-employment skills. Volunteering has 

been shown to positively impact the health and well-being of young people by raising their self-

esteem and encouraging a sense of achievement and responsibility7. Young volunteers engaged in 

supporting librarians to deliver the Challenge are empowered to gain new skills and contribute to 

their local communities. 

Of the 136 Reading Hack young volunteers who completed the participation survey: 

 88% said their confidence had increased  

 87% felt their skills had increased 

 71% said they feel they want to read more as a result of taking part  

 84% said they felt more a part of their community 

 83% said they felt they helped increase children’s confidence in reading.        

“Volunteering with the Summer Reading Challenge has been such a thrilling and rewarding 
experience, one which has most definitely improved my confidence as well as my CV!”  
Jade, Summer Reading Challenge volunteer, Dorset libraries  

“We were very impressed with their (volunteers) dedication, enthusiasm and professionalism. 

They had a really good rapport together as a team and with the public as well.”  

Elaine Wilkinson, Reading Development Librarian, Peterborough 

Volunteering has a positive effect on social psychological factors, such as one’s sense of purpose and  “

autonomy, and increases a person’s sense of happiness.” 

Well-being: the impact of volunteering (Big Lottery Fund, 2011) 

Community Engagement through Partnership Working  
The Summer Reading Challenge gives libraries the opportunity to work and partner with other 

organisations within their local area. Many of the collaborations we hear about involve libraries 

working with groups to target some of the most vulnerable children and families, and this is where 

the Challenge and libraries have the potential to make the biggest difference.  

In 2016, 79 library authorities said they had specifically targeted the following groups:  looked after 

children, children with English as an additional language, prison families, traveller families, refugees 

and asylum seekers, and children with learning or physical disabilities. More targeted initiatives 

involved taking the Challenge out to rurally isolated families or into the areas of most deprivation 

within the authority. 

                                                           

7
 Department of Health (2011). ‘Social action for health and well-being: building co-operative communities 

Department of Health strategic vision for volunteering’ 
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UK national launch PR and activity 
To launch the Summer Reading Challenge in 2016 we published the results of a poll revealing 

readers’ favourite fictional childhood characters.  The PR surrounding the poll successfully generated 

coverage on Radio 2, in the Daily Mirror, the Guardian, the Independent and the Sunday Telegraph, 

along with consumer coverage and local interest. 

To enhance local press coverage we held a drop-in photo opportunity for MPs at Portcullis House.  

After the event we supplied MPs with a personalised press release and photographs for them to send 

to local media.    

The Summer Reading Challenge launch coincided with the BBC’s Awesome Authors weekend, so we 

were able to promote the Challenge at the BBC’s flagship event at Birmingham library, and regional 

events.  At the events, the children were able to use the Book Sorter to select and print off a list of 

book titles they might enjoy, as a call to action to get started on the Big Friendly Read Summer 

Reading Challenge.   

Animal Agents, Summer Reading Challenge 2017 
The Reading Agency and libraries are delighted to present the Summer Reading Challenge 2017, 
which will be called Animal Agents. Here, children will meet a whole host of clever creatures, ready 
to solve all kinds of mysterious happenings at the library.  This band of furry, slippery and feathered 
friends is specially trained to use their skills and natural instincts to unravel clues– with a huge 
helping of fun along the way!  
 
The guest illustrator will be Tony Ross, the award winning author-illustrator, known to many families 
through his Little Princess stories; Dr Xargle books with Jeanne Willis, the  Horrid Henry series by 
Francesca Simon,  and  more recently  as illustrator of some of David Walliam's novels - all  with 
his  irresistible style that children love.   
 
 “Libraries also have an important role to play in children’s reading habits. The government would like 

all children to be active members of a public library, and we are asking all schools to arrange library 

membership for all their Year 3 pupils.”  Reading: the next steps (Department for Education, 2015. 

DFE-00094-2015) 



  

Summer Reading Challenge’s contribution to great art and culture for everyone 

Great art and culture for everyone is the Arts Council 10-year vision. 

 “Every child and young person has the opportunity to experience the richness of the arts, museums 
and libraries.”  Arts Council England, Great Art and Culture for Everyone, 2013 

The Summer Reading Challenge and Arts Council England’s Goal 5 

The Summer Reading Challenge not only involves children in visiting their library and reading widely, 

it is also a platform for quality cultural and artistic events and activities that can be accessed by all 

the family.  The Big Friendly Read inspired libraries to host a plethora of events including author 

visits, artists workshops, drama and storytelling productions as well as other cultural activities across 

all regions this summer. The accompanying Summer Reading Challenge website provided children 

and families with access to inspiring author interviews and use of the on-line Book Sorter, an 

interactive tool for finding books that other children have enjoyed and added to the Book Sorter. 

Summer Reading Challenge and the Quality Principles for Working with Children and 

Young People 

The Summer Reading Challenge meets all of the Arts Council’s proposed Quality Principles for work 

by, with and for children and young people, both in terms of children’s participation in the core 

Challenge and the experience of the young Reading Hack Volunteers. 

 Striving for excellence (e.g. high quality, affordable materials created and endorsed by top 

children’s authors and illustrators,) 

 Being authentic (e.g. genuine reading for pleasure activity, books chosen by children) 

 Being exciting, inspiring and engaging (e.g. an engaging theme, incentives, sense of challenge) 

 Ensuring a positive and inclusive experience (e.g. open to all stages of reading 

development, provision of specialist materials) 

 Actively involving children and young people (e.g. Helping to Design -  involving children 

at the key stages of the book selection process, inviting Chatterbooks children to review 

titles in advance and using their views to inform online content posted over the summer, 

collecting direct quotes and feedback from children at the evaluation stage through the 

family survey, using comments from the family survey to inform decisions on materials, 

resources and  online content for the following year, capturing young people’s 

experiences through the Reading Hack surveys; Helping to Deliver -  young people on 

team to moderate website over the summer,  young people having an online space to 

share ideas and activities that then informs the activities in their libraries, young people 

helping to collect evaluation data from children  

 Providing a sense of personal progression (e.g. progressing through the challenge, rewards along 

the way, reading widely, gaining the certificate and medal) 

 Developing a sense of ownership and belonging (e.g. joining the library, visiting frequently, 

developing relationships with library staff and volunteers, taking part in celebration events) 
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Arts Award and the Summer Reading Challenge 

This year, 548 children used the Summer Reading Challenge to achieve Arts Award Discover8 across 

19 authorities in England (this figure will increase as children finish their Arts Award in the autumn 

term). A specially designed booklet encouraged children to record and reflect upon their artistic and 

creative experiences related to The Summer Reading Challenge in order to gain the award. 

Arts Award is managed by Trinity College London in association with Arts Council England working 

with 10 regional Bridge organisations.  

                                                           

8
 www.artsaward.org.uk/srcdiscover  

http://www.artsaward.org.uk/srcdiscover

