
 

Reading Ahead 2017-18 

Evaluation Report 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
The Reading Agency  
September 2018 



 

2 
 

 

 

1. Foreword ............................................................................................................................ 3 

2. Executive Summary ........................................................................................................... 4 

3. About Reading Ahead ........................................................................................................ 6 

4. Method .............................................................................................................................. 6 

5. Profile of participants ........................................................................................................ 9 

6. Impact on participants .................................................................................................... 11 

6.1. Attitude to reading .................................................................................................... 11 

6.2 Reading behaviour ...................................................................................................... 12 

6.3 Confidence about reading .......................................................................................... 14 

6.4 Shared enjoyment ...................................................................................................... 15 

6.5 Understanding how to find reading materials ........................................................... 17 

6.6 Intellectual outcomes ................................................................................................. 18 

7. Impact on organisations .................................................................................................. 21 

7.1 Public libraries ............................................................................................................ 21 

7.2 Learning providers ...................................................................................................... 22 

7.3 Prisons......................................................................................................................... 24 

7.4 Workplaces ................................................................................................................. 25 

8. Programme implementation ........................................................................................... 26 

9. Conclusion ........................................................................................................................ 28 

 

  



 

3 
 

1. Foreword 
 

Once you start to enjoy reading you want to continue.  And as you read on, you learn new 
words and ways of using them, enter new worlds of imagination and information and 
become a reader.   
 
Our annual Reading Ahead programme is designed to engage people in reading for pleasure, 
often for the first time, which in turns helps them to improve their language and literacy 
skills.  A simple tool, it invites them to pick six reads of their choice (not just books but 
shorter texts such as poems, magazine and newspaper articles and website) and record, rate 
and review them in a reading diary in order to get a certificate. 
 
This report shows that Reading Ahead continues to reach and benefit an extremely wide 
range of participants across age groups, backgrounds and occupations.  In 2017-18 Reading 
Ahead reached 38,500 young people and adults – 6500 through public libraries working with 
local partners, 18,500 in adult learning organisations, in particular further education and 
sixth form colleges, 12,000 in prisons and 1500 in workplaces, mainly led by trade unions 
such as UNISON and Usdaw.  
 
The rewards are significant.  This year the organisations delivering Reading Ahead are even 
more positive about its impact on their participants with library staff, tutors and trade union 
learning reps giving slightly increased figures for improved confidence, enjoyment, skills and 
reading behaviour.  
 
There are also clear reports of increased enjoyment, confidence, reading frequency and 
library use on the part of participants.  But, as in previous years, these respondents claim 
very positive attitudes to reading even before they take part in Reading Ahead.  This may be 
due to more able readers completing our surveys.  We need to conduct further in-depth 
research to uncover exactly the journey that someone is taking as they tackle reading for 
pleasure for the first time in their lives and gather information from the full range of 
participants.  
 
As ever our thanks go to staff in public libraries, learning organisations, prisons and 
workplaces who make it possible for such a range of people to take part in Reading Ahead.  
Now about to start its 12th year, this simple but powerful incentive scheme has retained its 
power to engage and to spur people on to prove to themselves that they can be a reader 
and actually enjoy it.  
 
Genevieve Clarke 
Programme Manager, Reading Ahead, The Reading Agency 
September 2018  
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2. Executive Summary 
 

 Reading Ahead aims to encourage those who find reading difficult to explore reading 

for pleasure and improve their skills at the same time.   

 

 This report is based on the Reading Agency’s surveys of participants and 

organisations involved in Reading Ahead in 2017-18.  Participants completing the 

‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys tend to be those who are already drawn to reading 

rather than those self-reporting low literacy and language skills.  All the surveys can 

be found on the Reading Ahead page of our Resources database at 

https://readingagency.org.uk/resources/?programme=ahead   

 

 The most noteworthy impact on the 68 people who completed both a ‘before’ and 

‘after’ survey is as follows:  

a. Increased confidence in reading:  70% said that they felt they were good 

readers after participating in Reading Ahead compared with 65% before.  In 

addition, 65% of all those completing the ‘after’ survey (217 people) said that 

they felt a lot more (32%) or a little more (33%) confident about reading.  

b. Increased enjoyment of reading: 71% said they enjoyed reading a lot after 

taking part compared with 64% before. 

c. People reading more:  79% said they read at least one a month compared 

with 72% before.  In addition, 65% of all respondents to this question in the 

‘after’ survey (217) said that they will read either a lot more (34%) or a little 

more (31%) after completing Reading Ahead. 

d. Increased library use:  56% said they borrow books from the library at least 

once a month compared to 47% before taking part. 

 

‘Reading Ahead has opened up a whole new world of reading to me. This has 

definitely become my new best hobby.  I have read more books since the reading 

challenge than I have in my whole adult life. I have read about 25 books in the last 6 

months. This challenge has changed my fear of reading to a passion now.”   

Participant who completed Reading Ahead 

 

 Organisations running Reading Ahead report similar or increased improvements this 

year compared with 2017: 

o 96% think the programme has increased their participants’ confidence in 

reading (93% last year);  

o 95% report an increase in enjoyment (93% last year);  

o 92% felt participants were reading more (90% last year);  

o 88% felt it improved their literacy skills (84% last year); 

o 87% said it helped them to talk more about reading (83% last year);  

o 84% felt that it had enhanced their reading skills in particular (up from 77% 

last year); 

https://readingagency.org.uk/resources/?programme=ahead
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o 82% said it inspired them to use libraries more often (75% last year).  
 

‘Reading Ahead is the all-round improvement package to struggling and reluctant 
readers. The boxes it ticks are those which are essential for enriching lives. Reading 
Ahead changes lives.’    Organisation running Reading Ahead  

 

 The gender distribution among participants overall and by sector is in line with 

previous years.  Overall, two-fifths are (43%) are female and three-fifths (57%) are 

male. The split varies across the sectors; whereas 95% of participants in prisons are 

male, this drops to 46% in colleges and other learning organisations, 31% in public 

libraries and 27% in workplaces with female participants in a clear majority in these 

sectors. 

 

 Reading Ahead continues to reach a wide range of age groups.  Young people 

between 16 and 24 predominate in learning organisations (67%) whereas slightly 

older age groups (25-44) are in the majority in public libraries (34%) and prisons 

(40%) and older still (45-64) in workplaces (51%). 

 

 Use of Reading Ahead by people from minority ethnic backgrounds increases every 

year across all sectors. This is particularly the case in learning organisations and 

public libraries where only 29% and 35% respectively are White British compared to 

81% in workplaces.  The remainder includes people from a mix of backgrounds, 

many of whom will be fluent in English but others who are learning English as a 

second or additional language and who benefit from reading texts in English as part 

of Reading Ahead. 

 

 This year’s Reading Ahead resulted in an increase in people joining public libraries in 

order to take part – 30% up from 19% in 2017 – and all public library services which 

responded to our survey reported that Reading Ahead is now part of their action or 

delivery plans (up from 93%). 

 

 More than half (53%) of learning providers now include Reading Ahead in their 

action or delivery plans (up from 48%) and 89% feel that it has strengthened the 

college library’s offer to learners (up from 80%).  

 

 Organisations are using a growing variety of reading materials in addition to books to 

deliver Reading Ahead, demonstrating the value of a broad definition of reading in 

order to engage people in the programme. Magazines are now used by 64% of 

organisations across all sectors (up from 45%), newspapers by 53% (up from 37%) 

and audio books by 31%.       

 

 Nine in ten organisations anticipate running Reading Ahead again in 2018-19 – up 

from 86% last year.   
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3. About Reading Ahead 
 

Reading Ahead aims to encourage those who find reading difficult to explore reading 

for pleasure and improve their skills at the same time.  Participants choose six reads 

(short texts such as poems, magazine and newspaper articles and website count as well 

as books) and record, review and rate them in a small reading diary.  Those completing 

their six reads receive a certificate and the opportunity to enter prize draws at local and 

national level.  Prisoners who complete Reading Ahead also receive a pocket dictionary 

or a writing or spelling guide thanks to the generosity of the charity Give a Book.  

 

Reading Ahead is delivered by The Reading Agency through public libraries, adult and 

community learning, FE and sixth form colleges, prisons and workplace across the UK.  

The annual programme was launched in 2008 and was known as the Six Book Challenge 

until 2015, when it was renamed to emphasise the fact that participants can read print 

and digital text as well as books to take part.  Reading Ahead retains the ‘challenge’ 

model but the current name promotes the idea that this is the start of a journey for 

many people as they build their identity as readers or start to read in a language which 

is not their mother tongue. 

4. Method 
 
The Reading Ahead Evaluation Plan was set in line with and using the Reading Outcomes 
Framework Toolkit (see: www.readingoutcomesgframework.org.uk). Data were generated 
to determine whether Reading Ahead had achieved its intended outcomes, see below:  

 Reading engagement outcomes: 

o Attitude to reading; 

o Reading behaviour; 

o Confidence about reading; 

o Shared enjoyment of reading; 

o Understanding how to find reading materials. 

 Intellectual outcomes: 

o Language and literacy. 

Additional data, as follows, on the programme context were generated to understand 
answers in context: 

 The programme context: 

o Beneficiary demographics; 

o How Reading Ahead was delivered; 

o Organisations’ perspective of the delivery process. 

 
 
 
  

http://www.readingoutcomesgframework.org.uk/
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Figure 1 Reading Outcomes Framework  

 
Source: www.readingoutcomesframework.org.uk  
 
The programme and the evaluation survey questionnaires were administered between 
September 2017 and July 2018. All questionnaires are available to download from the 
Reading Ahead page of our resources database.  
 
All 306 organisations delivering Reading Ahead were invited to complete an online or paper 
survey that asked for their perspective or experience to determine how successful it was in 
the areas noted above. Table 1 below shows that approximately 38% of participating 
organisations responded to the survey. Looking at organisation type, the rate and frequency 
was highest among prisons and lowest among workplaces.  
 
Table 1 Organisation participation and response rate  
 

 

Approximate 
number of 
organisations 
taking part 

Number of 
organisations 
providing 
data (n) 

Response rate  

Public libraries (with adult 
and community learning) 63 24 

37% 

Workplaces 40 8 20% 

Learning providers 93 36 39% 

Prisons 110 49 45% 

Total 306 116 38% 

 
Table 2 below shows the response to our surveys from different sectors. Organisations are 
asked to encourage their participants to complete both a ‘before’ and ‘after’ survey to 
measure change since, not due to, participating in Reading Ahead. Questionnaires were 
available to complete online or in hard copy but, as in previous years, only a few 
organisations managed to get large numbers to complete the surveys. It is not possible to 

http://www.readingoutcomesframework.org.uk/
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know how many questionnaires were distributed or how many individual participants were 
invited to complete one and as such the response numbers and not a rate of response is 
provided.  
 
598 participants completed a ‘before’ survey, dropping to 223 completing the ‘after’ survey. 
68 responded to both surveys (responses from participants completing both surveys were 
matched using the individual participant’s name).  
 
The highest number of responses came from those participating through learning providers 
(mainly further education colleges) followed by those taking part through public libraries in 
partnership with adult and community learning. 
 
Table 2 Individual participation response  
 
  ‘Before’ survey 

respondents 
‘After’ survey 
respondents 

Respondents to 
both surveys 

Approx. number Approx. number Approx. number 

Public libraries 217 46 31 

Workplaces 6 5 1 

Learning 
providers 

370 154 36 

Prisons 0 13 0 

Total 598 223 68 

 
Very few responses were received from those participating in prisons and workplaces which 
precluded ‘before’ and ‘after’ analysis of prison participation in particular. This unequal 
distribution of responses warrants further investigation for future iterations of this 
programme and must be kept in mind whilst considering the results that follow.  
 
It is also important to note that whilst some results in this report are presented as 
percentages in order to summarise, the low response that they are based on means that 
only broad comparisons can be made between the ‘before’ and ‘after’ survey responses and 
substantial differences in percentages will indicate the direction of the response only.  
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5. Profile of participants 
 
Participating organisations were asked to collect and report demographic data on 
participants including gender, age and ethnic background. These are presented below. 
 

 The gender distribution among participants overall and by sector is in line with 

Reading Ahead participants in 2016/17. Overall, two fifths (43%) are female and 

three fifths (57%) are male. However, in all sectors apart from prisons, more of the 

participants were female than male and almost all those in prisons were male. 

Overall, 25 participants were identified as trans.  

Table 3 Gender of participants 
 

  Female Male Total trans All participants 

Public 
libraries 68% 31% 0%* 

100% 

Workplaces 73% 27% 0% 100% 

Learning 
providers 54% 46% 0%* 

100% 

Prisons 5% 95% 0%* 100% 

All sectors 43% 57% 0%* 100% 

 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: ‘*’ indicates a percentage greater than 0 and less than 0.5. 

 
Reading Ahead continues to reach a wide range of age groups.  Young people between 16 
and 24 predominate in learning providers (67%) whereas slightly older age groups (25-44) 
are in the majority in public libraries (34%) and prisons (40%) and older still (45-64) in 
workplaces (51%). Just 6% of participants are aged 65 years and over and these are mainly 
involved via prisons and public libraries. 
 
Table 4 Age of participants 
 
 16-19 

years 
20-24 
years 

25-44 
years 

45-64 
years 

65-74 
years 

75+ 
years 

All 
particip
ants 

Public 
libraries 

20% 6% 34% 26% 8% 6% 100% 

Workplace 1% 4% 42% 51% 2% 0% 100% 
Learning 
providers 

50% 17% 25% 7% 0% 0% 100% 

Prisons 2% 16% 40% 31% 8% 2% 100% 
All sectors 27% 14% 32% 20% 4% 2% 100% 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
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Use of Reading Ahead by people from minority ethnic backgrounds increases every year 
across all sectors. This is particularly the case in learning organisations and public libraries 
where only 29% and 35% respectively are White British compared to 81% in workplaces.  
The remainder includes people from a mix of backgrounds, many of whom will be fluent in 
English but others who are learning English as a second or additional language and who 
benefit from reading texts in English as part of Reading Ahead.  
 
Table 5 Ethnic background 
 
 White 

British 
Other 
white 

Asian/ 
British 
Asian 

Black/ 
Black 
British 

Chinese Mixed/ 
dual 
heritag
e 

Other 
ethnic 
group 

All 
particip
ants 

Public 
libraries 35% 11% 18% 14% 1% 5% 14% 

100% 

Workplaces 81% 11% 3% 1% 0% 1% 3% 100% 
Learning 
providers 29% 18% 19% 16% 2% 3% 13% 

100% 

Prisons 45% 11% 12% 20% 1% 8% 3% 100% 
All sectors 37% 14% 16% 16% 2% 5% 10% 100% 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
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6. Impact on participants 
 
The results that follow present the change recorded by participants and organisations, that 
has occurred among participants in the following areas since participating in Reading Ahead. 
The evaluation design, data available and other potentially influencing factors that cannot 
be controlled for, prevent us from being able to say that these changes are due to Reading 
Ahead.  

 Attitude to reading; 

 Reading behaviour; 

 Confidence about reading; 

 Shared enjoyment; 

 Understanding how to find reading materials; 

 Intellectual outcomes. 

 

 

6.1. Attitude to reading 

 

There was largely a positive response from participants and organisations as to whether 
reading enjoyment had increased since taking part in Reading Ahead.  

 

Participants’ perspective 

 
Table 6 below shows that the majority (87%) of responding participants agree that they 
enjoy reading at the start of Reading Ahead, rising to 93% after completing the programme. 
This high ‘before’ figure may be due to more confident participants tending to complete our 
surveys.   
 
Table 6 I enjoy reading… 
 

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little 

Not 
sure 

Disagree 
a little 

Disagree 
a lot 

All 
responses 

Before 64% 23% 6% 5% 2% 64 

After 71% 22% 3% 2% 3% 65 
 
Source: Participant ‘before’ and’ after’ surveys 
NB: Not all responding participants answered every question. 
 

One participant remarked on their enjoyment: 
‘It reminded me how fun it was to read and has got me back into it.’ 
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Organisations’ perspective 

 
Almost all (95%) organisations reported witnessing an increase in enjoyment of reading 
among participants also with just 5% unsure when asked.  This is in line with last year’s 
Reading Ahead when 93% of organisations reported witnessing the same. 
 

Table 7 Organisations witnessing increased enjoyment of reading among participants 
 

 

Strongly 
agree Agree 

Not 
sure Disagree  

Strongly 
disagree  

All 
responses 

After 47% 48% 5% 0% 0% 113 

 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: Not all organisations answered every question. 

 

6.2 Reading behaviour 

 
On the whole, responding participants’ reported frequency of reading for pleasure is 
maintained throughout their involvement in Reading Ahead.  However, they predict they 
will read more after taking part – a finding endorsed by the organisations working with 
them.  
 

Participants’ perspective 

 
Table 8 shows around two-thirds of responding participants are reading for pleasure at least 
once a week at the start and at the end of the programme. Whilst daily reading seems to 
have decreased slightly more people report reading once or twice a week or month after 
Reading Ahead compared with before. Those saying they never read for pleasure also 
remains the same at 15% and 14%.  
 
Table 8 Frequency of reading for pleasure 
 

  

Every 
day or 
almost 
every 
day 

Once or 
twice a 
week 

Once or 
twice a 
month 

Less 
than 
once a 
month Never 

All 
responses 

Before 48% 15% 9% 12% 15% 65 

After 43% 22% 14% 8% 14% 65 

 
Source: Participant ‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys 

 
Responding participants reported the difference Reading Ahead has made to how 
frequently they read: 
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‘Reading Ahead has opened up a whole new world of reading to me. This has 
definitely become my new best hobby.  I have read more books since the reading 
challenge than I have in my whole adult life. I have read about 25 books in the last 6 
months.’ 
 
‘It has gotten me in the habit of reading for pleasure again.’ 

 

In addition, as shown in Table 9 below, two thirds (65%) of all participants responding to the 
‘after’ survey predict that they will read more after completing Reading Ahead with a third 
saying a lot more. A further third state that they will read about the same as before.  
 
Table 9 Predicted reading frequency after Reading Ahead 
 
 A lot 

more 
A little 
more 

About the 
same as 
before 

A bit less All 
responses 

After 34% 31% 32% 2% 217 
 
Source: All responses to the participant ‘after’ survey 

 
Table 10 shows the participants’ response when asked to what extent they agree with the 
statement ‘I only read if I have to’. Slightly more agree with the response after completing 
Reading Ahead compared with before the programme (49% compared with 44%). This 
response requires investigation; whilst the percentage difference is small, as is the overall 
response, and as noted earlier such differences must be treated with caution, this response 
contradicts other responses provided by responding participants. It is possible that the 
nuance of this negative statement (followed by two positive statements) has not been fully 
picked up by respondents and further testing is advised before being used again.  
 
Table 10 I only read if I have to… 
 

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little 

Not 
sure 

Disagree 
a little 

Disagree 
a lot 

All 
responses 

Before 23% 21% 2% 16% 38% 61 

After 23% 26% 8% 8% 36% 66 
 
Source: Participant ‘before’ and’ after’ surveys 
 
One respondent volunteered to say of participating in Reading Ahead: 
 

 ‘It made me make time in my schedule to take time out to read and to actually enjoy 
the books I was reading not just reading things that were necessary.’ 
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Organisations’ perspective 
 

As shown in Table 11 below, nine in ten (92%) organisations involved in Reading Ahead that 
responded to the survey reported that they think individuals participating in the programme 
read more after taking part compared to 90% last year.  
 

Table 11 Organisations thinking participants read more after Reading Ahead 
 

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little 

Not 
sure 

Disagree 
a little 

Disagree 
a lot 

All 
responses 

After 47% 45% 8% 0% 0% 113 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: Not all organisations answered every question. 
 

6.3 Confidence in reading 

 

Participants and organisations alike reported an increase in confidence in reading since 
participating in Reading Ahead.  

 

Participants’ perspective 

 
Individual participants reported feeling more confident in reading after taking part. When 
asked, two thirds (65%) of all completing the after survey said they felt more confident with 
around half of those saying a lot and half saying a little. A third (34%) reported no change. 
Whilst no responding participants said they felt a lot less confident 1% said they felt a bit 
less confident which requires further investigation.  
 
Table 13 Confidence in reading after taking part 
 
 A lot 

more 
confident 

A little more 
confident 

About the 
same as 
before 

A bit less 
confident 

A lot less 
confident 

All 
responses 

After 32% 33% 34% 1% 0% 217 

 
Source: All participants responding to the ‘after’ survey 

 
Responding participants mentioned the change Reading Ahead has made to their 
confidence in reading and more widely, for example: 
 

‘Through reading my active vocabulary has increased which made a great difference 
in expressing myself raising my self-esteem and confidence.’ 
 
‘I definitely had no confidence in reading before this challenge; I struggled to 
understand what the writer was implying through the stories. Now that I understand 
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this I cannot believe that I was afraid to read… This challenge has changed my fear of 
reading to a passion now.’ 
 

One respondent reported the impact Reading Ahead has had on their confidence in their 
professional life: 
 

‘It has made a massive impact on me because it has built my confidence and self-
esteem up. I never used to like reading when a staff at placement used to say to me 
to read this book to the children, I used to get shy and hide but now I get so eager 
and happy to read books to them. Doing this reading ahead challenge has changed 
my life so much.’ 

 

Organisations’ perspective 

 

As shown in Table 13 below, almost all organisations involved in Reading Ahead that 
responded to the survey (96%) reported that they had witnessed an increase in reading 
confidence among individuals participating in the programme. This response is in line with 
responding organisations involved in last year’s Reading Ahead programme when 93% 
witnessed the same increase. 
 

Table 13 Organisations thinking participants’ reading confidence has increased since 
Reading Ahead 
 

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little 

Not 
sure 

Disagree 
a little 

Disagree 
a lot 

All 
responses 

After 48% 48% 4% 0% 0% 113 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: Not all organisations answered every question. 
 

A public library shared an observation: 
‘Reading Ahead makes such a difference. Many of the participants visit the library 
more, thus are reading more and are growing in confidence.’ 

 

6.4 Shared enjoyment 

 
Participants involved continue to share their enjoyment of reading with others by talking 
about reading and slightly more are reading with children since participating in Reading 
Ahead. 
 

Participants’ perspective 

 

When asked how frequently reading was talked about around half of responding 
participants before and after completing Reading Ahead said that they did this at least once 
or twice a month.  
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Table 14 Frequency of talking about reading 
 

  

Every 
day or 
almost 
every 
day 

Once or 
twice a 
week 

Once or 
twice a 
month 

Less 
than 
once a 
month Never 

All 
responses 

Before 20% 16% 14% 20% 30% 64 

After 11% 20% 20% 18% 31% 65 
 
Source: Participant ‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys 
NB: Not all responding participants answered every question. 
 

When asked how often participants read with children, three in ten respondents said at 
least once or twice a week before starting Reading Ahead and slightly more (36%) said this 
after they had completed the programme. 
 

Table 15 Frequency of reading with children 
 

  

Every 
day or 
almost 
every 
day 

Once or 
twice a 
week 

Once or 
twice a 
month 

Less 
than 
once a 
month Never 

All 
responses 

Before 19% 11% 9% 11% 50% 64 

After 21% 15% 3% 10% 52% 62 
 
Source: Participant ‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys 
NB: Not all responding participants answered every question. 

 
Responding participants commented on reading with children more: 

‘I even enjoy reading with the grandkids now, which I never did with my own 
children.’ 

‘I and my kids started to go every week to the library and we can borrow books for 
having bath, book, bed every evening.’ 

 

Organisations’ perspective 

 

Almost nine in ten (87%) responding organisations think participants talk about books and 
reading more now since completing Reading Ahead. This is in line with the evaluation of last 
year’s Reading Ahead programme when 83% of participants reported this. 
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Table 16 Organisations thinking participants talk more about books and reading since 
Reading Ahead 
 

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little 

Not 
sure 

Disagree 
a little 

Disagree 
a lot 

All 
responses 

After 40% 47% 13% 0% 0% 113 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: Not all organisations answered every question. 

 

6.5 Understanding how to find reading materials 

Participants are using the library more now whilst book buying habits have not changed 
among responding participants.  
 

Participants’ perspective 

Whilst the number of responding participants reporting that they buy books has not 
changed a great deal, compared with responses to the ‘before’ survey, fewer respondents 
report that they never buy books in the ‘after’ survey.  
 
Table 17 Frequency of buying books 
 

  

Every 
day or 
almost 
every 
day 

Once or 
twice a 
week 

Once or 
twice a 
month 

Less 
than 
once a 
month Never 

All 
responses 

Before 2% 3% 16% 32% 47% 62 

After 0% 5% 17% 36% 42% 64 
 
Source: Participant ‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys 
NB: Not all responding participants answered every question. 
 

In addition, one respondent reported a move back to buying paper books: 
‘I have rediscovered my love of paper books. I had joined the digital age and this 
'reading ahead' challenge has made me realise how much I cherish and miss 
paperback books.’ 

 
Overall, book borrowing is up. Table 18 shows that over half (56%) of responding 
participants report doing so at least once or twice a month after completing the programme 
compared with under half (47%) at the start and the percentage saying they never borrow 
books from the library has dropped from 31% to 24%. 
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Table 18 Frequency of borrowing books from the library 
 

  

Every 
day or 
almost 
every 
day 

Once or 
twice a 
week 

Once or 
twice a 
month 

Less 
than 
once a 
month Never 

All 
responses 

Before 5% 20% 22% 23% 31% 65 

After 0% 32% 24% 21% 24% 63 
 
Source: Participant ‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys. 
NB: Not all responding participants answered every question. 
 

Responding participants comment on their increased use of the library: 
 

‘Sometimes I go to the library in Penge with my kids now.’ 
 
‘I feel happier about my reading books. Now I know about the books for speakers of 
other languages in my library.’ 
 
‘I feel more confident and more confident going to the library’. 

 

Organisations’ perspective 
 

Organisations also think participants are using the library more often since Reading Ahead – 
82% up from 75% in 2017.  
 

Table 19 Organisations thinking participants use the library more often since Reading 

Ahead  

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little 

Not 
sure 

Disagree 
a little 

Disagree 
a lot 

All 
responses 

After 39% 43% 16% 3% 0% 114 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: Not all organisations answered every question. 
 

6.6 Intellectual outcomes 

 
Overall, literacy skills, reading ability and participants’ attitude to reading have all increased. 
 

Participants’ perspective 

 

As shown in Table 20 below, slightly more responding participants at the end of Reading 
Ahead than at the start agree that they are good readers; 70% compared with two thirds 
(65%) – an increase of five percentage points.  As with perceived enjoyment of reading, this 
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high figure for reading skills before taking part may be due to less confident readers feeling 
apprehensive about completing these surveys. 
 

Table 20 I am a good reader… 
 

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little 

Not 
sure 

Disagree 
a little 

Disagree 
a lot 

All 
responses 

Before 35% 30% 21% 10% 5% 64 

After 36% 34% 20% 8% 2% 64 
 
Source: Participant ‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys 
NB: Not all responding participants answered every question. 
 

Respondents commented on their improved reading ability: 
 

‘It has helped me to boost my confidence and also build my reading skills.’ 
 

‘English is not my first language. reading has improved my reading skills.’ 
 

‘It has helped me with my spelling and grammar. I have gained confidence in reading 
aloud and talking in front of large groups of people.’ 
 

Whilst Table 21 reveals that there has been little change in the proportion of responding 
participants agreeing that reading is harder for them than for other people since before 
participating in Reading Ahead, the marked increase in confidence, evidenced above, along 
with evidence of increased reading frequency, is an indication that this is likely to change in 
time.  
 
Table 21 Reading is harder for me than for other people 
 

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little 

Not 
sure 

Disagree 
a little 

Disagree 
a lot 

All 
responses 

Before 16% 29% 15% 11% 29% 62 

After 17% 28% 14% 9% 31% 64 
 
Source: Participant ‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys 
NB: Not all responding participants answered every question. 

 

Organisations’ perspective 
 

Responding organisations noticed a positive change in participants’ literacy skills. 88% 
reported that they have improved since Reading Ahead which is in line with last year when 
84% reported this. 
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Table 22 Organisations thinking participants’ literacy skills have improved since Reading 
Ahead  
 

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little Not sure 

Disagre
e a little 

Disagre
e a lot 

All 
responses 

After 38% 50% 12% 0% 0% 113 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: Not all organisations answered every question. 

 

When asked about any improvements among specific literacy skills of participants more 
organisations (84%) agreed that reading skills had improved than any other – up from 77% 
in 2017. More than three-quarters said communication skills had improved and 68% said 
vocabulary skills. Written skills were harder for organisations to judge; 54% of organisations 
said they had improved and 44% said they were unsure.  
 
Table 23 Organisations thinking particular literacy skills of participants have improved 
since Reading Ahead  
 

 
Strongly 
agree Agree Not sure Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

All 
response
s 

Communication 
(speaking, listening, 
discussing) 27% 50% 24% 0% 

0% 

113 

Reading (word 
recognition and 
comprehension) 30% 54% 15% 1% 

0% 

113 

Writing 
(composition, 
spelling and 
grammar) 16% 38% 44% 2% 

0% 

112 

Vocabulary (spoken 
or written) 21% 47% 30% 1% 

0% 
112 

Source: Survey of organisations 

 

In addition, two-thirds (69%) of organisations think that participants’ attitude to learning 
overall has improved – up from 66% in 2017. 
 

Table 24 Organisations thinking participants’ attitude to learning has improved since 
Reading Ahead  
 

 

Agree a 
lot 

Agree a 
little 

Not 
sure 

Disagree 
a little 

Disagree 
a lot 

All 
responses 

After 27% 42% 31% 0% 0% 112 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: Not all organisations answered every question.  
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7. Impact on organisations 
 
Overall the response of organisations delivering Reading Ahead shows the experience to be 
positive; organisations want to run the programme again. Table 25 shows that overall this 
was the case for 89% of organisations and is a commonly held view in each sector 
participating.   
 

Table 25 Organisations anticipating running Reading Ahead again 
 
 Anticipate running Reading 

Ahead again 
All responding organisations 

Public 
libraries 19 

24 

Workplaces 7 8 
Learning 
providers 32 

35 

Prisons 45 49 
All sectors 103 116 
All sectors % 89% 100% 
 
 
The experience of each sector is presented in more detail below.  
 

7.1 Public libraries 

 
Reading Ahead has increased public library membership even more this year; 30% of 
individuals participating through a public library joined it to take part compared to 19% in 
2017.  Eighteen out of the 24 responding public library services reported at least one new 
member, increasing to more than 200 new members in two cases. 
 
One public library said of their experience: 
 

‘It has enhanced library membership and borrowing… Through Reading Ahead we 
have increased our outreach programme. We focus on … students visiting … libraries 
to become familiar with library services and offers.  Also, through it we encourage 
participants to make use of library reading and learning resources, and the wider … 
libraries programme.’    
  

Another said: 
 

‘A great way of engaging with groups which might not use the library otherwise’. 
 
Reading Ahead is embedded within the overall action/delivery plan for all those responding 
public library services – up from just over nine in ten (93%) of those involved in 2016/17.  
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To deliver the programme the libraries reported working with a range of partners.  Adult 
education organisations were the most commonly reported (19), followed by ESOL 
providers (12), groups with disabilities (9), FE Colleges (6) and mental health groups (6).  
 

Table 26 Partners public libraries worked with to deliver Reading Ahead 
 
Partners Respondents 
Adult education 19 
ESOL providers 12 
Groups with disabilities 9 
FE college 6 
Mental health groups 6 
Children’s centres 3 
Family learning 3 

Schools 3 
WEA 2 
Workplaces 2 

Care Home 1 
Other 6 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: More than one response possible. Total number of responding public library services = 24. 
 

Some libraries described the value of Reading Ahead in developing partnerships: 
 

‘(It) has been a vehicle for working with community groups and Adult Learning.  
Possibility of working with local mental health organisations in the future, as they 
are aware of link between reading and mental wellbeing.’ 
 
‘We have made very strong links with organisations by using Reading Ahead.’ 
 
‘It gives us a tool to link with local groups and organisations (for example, with the  
FE group for young adults with learning disabilities, and the library adult learners 
group).’ 

 

Many public library services have linked their delivery of Reading Ahead to other Reading 
Agency programmes.  Programmes cited include Quick Reads (cited by 18 out of 24), 
Reading Well Mood Boosting Books (4 out of 24), Reading Well Books on Prescription (3 out 
of 24), Summer Reading Challenge (3 out of 24) and World Book Night (1 out of 24). 
 

7.2 Learning providers 

 

Almost all learning providers (32 out of 36) reported that Reading Ahead has strengthened 
their libraries’ offer to learners and over a third (13) said it had done so a lot.   
For example, one said:  
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‘Reading Ahead is valuable to the [name] to raise our profile within College and is a 
tangible way that we can prove we are supporting literacy within college.  We 
engage with various departments including Foundation Learning, Geography, Sport 
and Humanities, reaching a diverse range of students many of whom don't read for 
pleasure.  The awards from the Reading Agency are always well received by our 
Senior Leadership team which strengthens our position within College.  Teachers 
who have worked with us often mention Reading Ahead in their literacy strands.’ 

 

When asked, half of all responding providers (19 out of 36) said that they include Reading 
Ahead in their action/delivery plans. Providers reported how Reading Ahead has been 
embedded into their organisation’s offer: 
 

 ‘The ESOL department has now written the Reading challenge into the curriculum 
for the following year as they find it to be extremely helpful and an enjoyable 
experience for the students.’ 
 
‘It has been woven into the pastoral/tutorial scheme of work for the science 
department. Hopefully it will be implemented by all departments moving forward.’ 

 

Providers work with a small number of partners to deliver Reading Ahead in their college or 
school. The most commonly cited were the college library, ESOL tutors and Functional skills 
tutors. 
 
Table 27 Partners learning providers worked with to deliver Reading Ahead 
 
Partners Respondents 

College library 22 

ESOL tutors 22 
Functional skills tutors 18 
Supported learning tutors 13 

GCSE tutors 8 
Public library 6 

Family learning tutors 1 
Other 3 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: More than one response possible. Total number of responding learning providers = 36. 
 

One provider reported that Reading Ahead: 
 

‘Strengthens the links between teaching and library staff.’    
 
Some providers link Reading Ahead with other Reading Agency programmes, commonly 
Quick Reads (31 of 36 responding providers). Fifteen link delivery of Reading Ahead with 
World Book Night, nine said Reading Well Books on Prescription, seven said Reading Well 
Mood Boosting Books and one said the Summer Reading Challenge.  
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7.3 Prisons 

 

Forty out of 49 prisons reported that Reading Ahead has strengthened their prison library’s 
offer to offenders and 29 said it had done so a lot: 
 

‘It is very valuable - It helps promote the library and encourages repeat custom. It 
encourages non-readers to read. It gives prisoners a sense of purpose and 
achievement, which then enables them to view the library as a positive place. They 
may have been afraid to attend the library, particularly if they had not previously 
been a library user.’ 

 

Twenty- seven of those prisons responding now include Reading Ahead in their 
action/delivery plans. A number reported how well established the programme is in their 
prison, for example: 
 

‘Reading Ahead is part of the achievement recognition within the Education 
Department. People who completed each reading diary, their certificate will be 
scanned and stored on the system. The achievement is counted as part of their 
learning journey while in custody.’ 
 
‘The Governors have really supported the challenge this year and this has made all 
the difference. It has really united the prison, residents and staff in a common goal.’ 
 

Reading Ahead is enabling prisons to establish more partnerships within their prison; 29 out 
of 49 prisons report this. As shown below in Table 28 prisons are predominantly working 
with their libraries (38), education tutors (33) and healthcare teams (33) to deliver Reading 
Ahead.  
 
Table 28 Partners prisons worked with to deliver Reading Ahead 
 
Partners Respondents 

Prison library 38 
Education tutors 33 
Healthcare 33 
Wings 8 

Workshops 7 
Family visits 5 
Mental health 3 
Resettlement 2 

Other 11 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: More than one response possible. Total number of responding prisons = 49. 
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In addition, one prison commented: 
‘Interaction with prisoners is better. Reading is definitely more popular in prisons.  
Prisoners are starting to see that being able to read helps them long term.’ 

 
Whilst fewer prisons link delivery of Reading Ahead with other Reading Agency programmes 
compared with other sectors, twenty said they do. Quick Reads is linked by 19 prisons and 
18 link to World Book Night. Summer Reading Challenge, Reading Well Books on 
Prescription and Reading Well Mood Boosting Books are linked by a couple of prisons only.  

7.4 Workplaces 

The eight workplaces that to the survey included a trade union, education providers, a 
transport company, health service providers and a travel company. As noted earlier, these 
represent a fifth of all workplaces delivering Reading Ahead. 
 
Among these eight workplaces, four said it improved their learning offer to staff. For 
example, one said: 
 

‘It promotes literacy within the workplace.’ 
 
Half the workplaces said Reading Ahead is embedded in their delivery/action plans. One 
organisation said: 
 

‘It has embedded reading culture in our workplace. Better communication and 
working environment, good health and wellbeing, improving literacy skills. We 
promote read for pleasure not for pressure.’  

 
Workplaces worked with a small number of partners to deliver Reading Ahead. As can be 
seen in Table 29 below this includes a union, a public library and a workplace learning 
centre.  
 

Table 29 Partners workplaces worked with to deliver Reading Ahead 
 
Partners Respondents 
Trade union 5 
Public library 2 
Workplace learning centre 2 
Local learning provider, e.g. college, WEA 1 
HR department 0 
Other 1 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: More than one response possible. Total number of responding workplaces = 8. 

 
Participating companies also remarked that their involvement in the programme achieved 
added benefits, for example: 

‘It has allowed us to offer services to all staff groups and contribute to the staff well-
being and work/life balance initiatives.’ 
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8. Programme implementation 
 

Organisations were asked about the materials they used and activities they ran to deliver 
Reading Ahead.  Also, the volunteers that the programme relied upon. 
 
When asked, a quarter of organisations were found to use books only to deliver Reading 
Ahead and three quarters used other materials. Table 30 below shows that magazines and 
newspapers were commonly used in all sectors. Less commonly used were digital games. 
Some sectors favoured some materials over others, aside from newspapers and magazines 
e.g. public libraries and prisons favoured audio books, for workplaces and learning providers 
it was eBooks. In addition, a number of ‘other’ materials were cited, and these are listed 
below the table.  
 

Table 30 Materials used by organisations to deliver Reading Agead 
 

 Books 
only 

Audio 
books 

Digital 
games 

eBook
s 

Magaz
ines 

News
paper
s 

Websi
tes 

Other All 
respo
ndent
s 

Public 
libraries 

17% 
42% 4% 38% 67% 46% 33% 67% 

24 

Workplaces 25% 13% 13% 63% 63% 50% 25% 63% 8 

Learning 
providers 

23% 
26% 9% 43% 69% 63% 3% 20% 

35 

Prisons 31% 33% 0% 0% 59% 49% 0% 24% 49 

All sectors 25% 31% 4% 25% 64% 53% 9% 34% 116 

 
Source: Survey of organisations 
NB: More than one response possible. Other includes: Apps, Books Beyond Words, Comic books, 
Community noticeboards, CVs and cover letters for jobs, application forms etc., local information i.e. 
health booklets from a local health centre, making their own books, Bag Books, Internet searches, 
Instructions - cooking, seed packaging, board games, exams etc., maps and diagrams, DVD covers, 
Poems, Quick Reads Books and TV subtitles. 

 

Responding organisations carried out a range of activities as part of Reading Ahead as 
shown in Table 31 below. Of all activities tours of the library were the most common 
followed by reading group sessions. Although celebration events weren’t the most popular 
Reading Ahead activities run by prisons one remarked particularly on the celebration event 
held in their prison: 
 

‘The Prison authority cherishes the … programme. The award ceremony for last year 
edition was presided over by the Governor. The completers, apart from receiving gift 
items, were served refreshments provided by the Prison management and each of 
them had a 1-to-1 chat with the Governor.  
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Table 31 Activities run by organisations as part of Reading Ahead 
 
 Outreach 

visits to 
recruit 
participa
nts 

Launch 
events 

Visits 
to 
literacy 
classes 

Tours 
of the 
library 

Author 
events 

Reading 
group 
sessions 

Celebrat
ion 
events 

Activities 
with 
sports 
clubs 

Other All 
Activities 

Public 
libraries 

27% 13% 0% 1% 3% 48% 1% 0% 7% 116 

Workplaces 9% 1% 6% 76% 1% 6% 1% 0% 0% 2,319 

Learning 
providers 

19% 3% 11% 20% 0% 36% 8% 0% 3% 464 

Prisons 7% 6% 19% 21% 1% 36% 9% 0% 1% 1,055 

All sectors 10% 2% 10% 53% 1% 18% 4% 0% 1% 3,939 
 
Source: Survey of organisations 
 

Organisations were asked if volunteers helped to deliver Reading Ahead. Six prisons and 
public libraries, and three learning providers said they had. Volunteers held a range of roles 
from coordinating the programme, promotion and running reading sessions with 
participants. Workplaces involved were not asked about volunteers.   
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9. Conclusion 
 

Continuing the trend, Reading Ahead 2017/18 has proved to be a success for the 
participants and organisations who responded to the ‘before’ and ‘after’ surveys. All 
outcomes have been achieved to varying degrees. 
 
Individual participants are enjoying reading more since taking part.  They are also reaping 
the benefits of an increased confidence in reading or in other aspects of their life such as 
improved literacy skills, vocabulary and attitude to learning generally, and exposure to a 
greater range of reading material.  This is clear despite the fact that many participants 
report quite a high level of enjoyment and reading confidence before taking part in Reading 
Ahead. This may reflect the nature of those respondents who complete our surveys rather 
than the participant cohort as a whole. We are investigating ways to increase the response 
from the full range of participants in next year’s Reading Ahead programme. 
 
Whilst their reading behaviour had not changed significantly at the time of asking, two-
thirds (65%) of respondents said they anticipate reading more after the programme. 
Respondents are ‘spreading the word’ and talking about reading or reading with children. 
They are also joining or using public libraries more. 
 
The benefits of Reading Ahead for organisations are such that more than half have 
embedded the programme into their action/delivery plans. They not only reported benefits 
to participants but to their organisations too. The majority said that their library or learning 
offer had been strengthened by Reading Ahead and three-quarters of responding public 
library services are gaining new customers, increasing by more than 200 new members in 
two cases.  
 
It is perhaps no surprise therefore that an overwhelming nine in ten organisations anticipate 
running Reading Ahead again on the back of their involvement so far. As one organisation 
summed up: 
 

‘Reading Ahead is the all-round improvement package to struggling and reluctant 
readers. The boxes it ticks are those which are essential for enriching lives. Reading 
Ahead changes lives.’ 


