
 

 

Summer Reading Challenge Family Survey 2018 

Introduction 
The Summer Reading Challenge encourages children in England, Scotland and Wales to read at least 
six books during the summer holiday. 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 incentives each time they finish a book and there is a certificate and/or medal 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 many libraries also run an early years activity for pre-schoolers linked to the Summer 
Reading Challenge. 

Each year, the Summer Reading Challenge adopts a theme which is popular with children and 
families. For 2018 the theme was Mischief Makers, which helped celebrate the 80th anniversary of 
the much-loved comic, Beano.  

The Challenge launched in Scotland on Saturday 23 June and in England and Wales on Saturday 14 
July. In total, 699,076 children took part in the Challenge in 2018.  

As well as monitoring reach, we carried out a family participation survey to find out more about the 
experiences of the families that take part. 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 designed to be short 
and easy to complete. It was available online via Survey Monkey and Summer Reading Challenge 
websites 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 1,434 respondents between the end of July and the start of November 
2018 (a 34% increase in respondents on 2017). As 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, 2016 and 2017 and the results have remained consistent. 

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 61% of respondents were answering related to a child aged four to seven, and 34% 
were answering in relation to a child aged eight to eleven. A small number were referring to a child 
aged three and under (4%) or twelve and older (1%).  
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The gender split was relatively equal: 47% of respondents were the parent or carer of a boy and 51% 
of a girl. A small number preferred not to give this information.  

Gender split across age categories 0 to 3 4 to 7 8 to 11 12 + Overall 

Boy 38% 49% 44% 37% 47% 

Girl 62% 49% 54% 58% 51% 

Prefer not to say 0% 2% 2% 5% 2% 

 

Respondents were drawn from a range of geographical areas across England, Scotland and Wales. In 
total, 161 library authorities were represented in the data. The vast majority (91%) of respondents 
were from England, 4% were from Scotland and 5% from Wales.  

Certain local authorities had much higher response rates than others, with both Worcestershire and 
Walsall each achieving over 100 responses. 

How participants found out about the Summer Reading Challenge 
We asked respondents where they had first heard about the Summer Reading Challenge and just 
over half (59%) said that they heard about it at the library. A further 22% had heard about it at 
school, highlighting the additional role schools play in promoting the Challenge and the potential for 
building upon this role (particularly as this marks a drop from 29% in 2017). The Reading Agency will 
be working with schools more closely in the future to ensure they have timely and succinct resources 
about the benefits of taking part so teachers can promote the challenge more effectively to their 
pupils and families. 

Smaller numbers heard about the Challenge through social media (9%), from a friend (2%) or from 
their child (3%).  

5% of respondents selected ‘other’, and the most frequent explanation for doing so was that they 
had taken part in the Summer Reading Challenge for a number of years, as is the case in these 
comments below: 

“It’s become a tradition in our house that on the first week of the school holiday we sign up to the 
reading challenge. The children look forward to it! Even my nearly 13 year old enjoyed taking part 
still.” Parent of 8-11-year-old boy, Derbyshire  

“It’s our tradition now and we have been joining since my son is 4 and he is now 8. I don’t know 
what to do without it!” Parent of 8-11-year-old boy, North Somerset 

70% of respondents reported that their child had taken part in the Summer Reading Challenge before 
2018, and a vast majority also reported that their child already had a library card when they started 
the Challenge (94%). This significant percentage of existing library users could be due to the self-
selecting nature of the survey as, overall, 12% of participants this year became new library members, 
according to our national participation survey completed by all participating library authorities. 
Nevertheless, these findings indicate that the Summer Reading Challenge is predominantly used by 
families who are already accessing the library and ongoing engagement with the library itself is a key 
aspect of the Challenge. 

“My son has completed a summer reading challenge every year since he was 4! He is now 11 and his 
reading ability is above average and he has a lifelong love of books.” Parent of 8-11-year-old boy, 
Wiltshire 
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A small number (5%) of respondents reported that their child first got a library card when they 
started the Challenge and 5% of respondents reported that they had joined the library themselves as 
a result of their child taking part. These findings indicate that the Challenge can act as a catalyst for 
library membership, for both children and for parents/carers:  

“The Summer Reading Challenge has been an excellent way to motivate my son to keep up with his 
reading and writing the reviews was good for handwriting. He is dyslexic so it is important we don't 
let his skills slip over the summer holidays. He has been very motivated and we will use the library 
regularly from now on. I also intend to join too.” Parent of 4-7-year-old boy, Birmingham 

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

 “We used the library more than before and spent so much time there. I’ve realised the library is 
more than borrowing, just going there to choose is a great outing for us all.” Parent of 4-7 year old 
boy, Norfolk 

“My daughter and I really enjoyed visiting the library together, so much so it became a part of our 
weekly routine. Safe to say we all really enjoyed the challenge, it has really encouraged our 
daughter to read and discuss books.” Parent of 4-7-year-old girl, Cornwall 

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

“As a family, we have always got books from the library. The Summer Reading Challenge was great 
addition to our normally activity as it has a reward in the end and my son got to give feedback 
about each book we read – he enjoyed that bit as well as getting the stickers.” Parent of 4-7-year-
old boy, Monmouthshire 

 “My daughter loves reading and we often visit our local library and she has thoroughly enjoying the 
challenge over the summer holidays.” Parent of 4-7-year-old girl, Northamptonshire 

The ways in which participants read 
The survey asked families about the types of reading they engage in as part in the Summer Reading 
Challenge. Printed books remain the most popular format for reading, though an average of about 
15% used audio books and 9% used e-books/book apps. 

In many cases, the reading activity that took place varied according to age group. Reading alone and 
with others fell about even as an average across all age groups, with around 4 in 5 children taking 
part in either activity. As we would expect, however, as the participant age increased, higher 
numbers of children read on their own, from 27% of those under 3 to 95% of children 12 and over. 
Similarly, higher percentages of children under 3 (96%) were read to than those over 12 (63%). 

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 12 + Overall 

Your child talked about books 75% 86% 85% 89% 85% 

You or a family member read to your child 96% 87% 71% 63% 82% 

You or a family member listened to your child 
reading to you 38% 86% 76% 68% 81% 

Your child read on their own 27% 77% 92% 95% 81% 

Your child listened to audio books 19% 14% 15% 11% 15% 

Your child read e-books or used book apps 8% 7% 11% 11% 9% 
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The impact on family reading 
Respondents were also asked to consider various methods of reading as a family. We found that 
families read together in a variety of ways, including family members reading to their children (82%) 
and family members listening to their child read (81%). These results show the many ways children 
experience the act of reading during the summer, as well as highlight the role of the Challenge – and 
reading more broadly – as an activity that families take part in together. 

In addition, large numbers of participants (85%) also talked about books as part of the Challenge. The 
number of children talking about books is consistently high across all age groups, with children aged 
4-12+ talking about books at relatively similar levels (85-89%), further demonstrating the role of the 
Challenge in encouraging conversations about reading and books among families. 

In some instances, the Challenge changed the way participants engaged in reading and their 
attitudes towards reading: 

“I thought it was a great opportunity for my children to read a variety of books and try genres they 
wouldn’t normally with the mystery books.” Parent of 8-11-year-old boy, Dorset 

“This has allowed my daughter to read a range of different books and her reading has 
improved greatly. She challenges herself to read more books which means she chooses more 
difficult books.” Parent of 4-7-year-old girl, Warwickshire 

 “This reading challenge has helped my daughter re connect with books. She stopped looking at 
them as a chore that she had to do. Instead she was excited about reading and sharing her books 
with the family.” Parent of 8-11-year-old girl, Hertfordshire 

“It has taught my son that reading is about enjoying books not just having to learn how to read.” 
Parent of 4-7-year-old boy, Kent 

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 reported that the 
Challenge has clear positive impacts in the following areas:  

 86% felt the Challenge helped their child enjoy reading  

 84% reported that it increased conversation about books  

 79% believed that it encouraged children to read more over the summer  

 75% felt that taking part increased library usage 

 64% felt that their child felt more confident about reading after the Challenge  

The table below shows the responses in more detail: 

How much do you agree or disagree with the 
following statements about the Summer Reading 
Challenge? 

Strongly 
agree Agree Not sure Disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

My child read more this summer because of the 
Challenge 40% 39% 7% 12% 2% 

We used the library more than before 38% 37% 8% 16% 1% 

The Challenge helped my child enjoy reading 36% 50% 8% 5% 1% 

We talked more about books and reading 33% 51% 7% 8% 1% 
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My child read different types of books because of 
the Challenge 33% 40% 11% 15% 1% 

We plan to continue using the library more than 
before 28% 45% 16% 10% 1% 

My child felt more confident about reading after the 
Challenge 25% 39% 22% 13% 1% 

As the table indicates, about 2 in 5 respondents strongly agreed that as a result of the Summer 
Reading Challenge their child read more over the summer: 

“The Summer Reading Challenge helps my son to read more regularly and to persist with books that 
it would be easy to give up on. He's also more ready to try new and more difficult books.” Parent of 
12+ boy, Somerset 

 “The kids love to receive their certificate and medals. It definitely encouraged the children to read 
more.” Parent of 8-11-year-old girl, Hertfordshire 

“I think it is really great. By doing the challenge my son wanted to read more and enjoyed it.” Parent 
of 4-7-year-old boy, Barnsley 

Respondents also highlighted changes in their children’s attitudes towards reading, with 86% of 
respondents either agreeing or strongly agreeing that the Challenge helped their child enjoy reading, 
and 64% agreeing that their child felt more confident about reading after the Challenge.  

“You got my boy reading! He’s enjoyed the challenge. He’d take himself off to read independently 
and ask to go back to the library for more!” Parent of 4-7-year-old boy, Northamptonshire 

“Great! 5 year old went from reluctant reader to reading alone.” Parent of 4-7-year-old girl, Norfolk 

“It gave my child the confidence to read more. She couldn’t wait to get to the next stage and 
because of this her reading improved.” Parent of 4-7-year-old girl, Worcestershire 

 “I thought it was brilliant! My daughter is 6 and just learning to read and it kept her learning over 
the holidays. I saw a huge difference in her confidence.” Parent of 4-7-year-old girl, Highland 

What do families value about the Summer Reading Challenge? 
We asked respondents to consider how important they found various features of the Challenge. 
While the incentives proved popular, three areas stood out in particular: 88% of respondents thought 
it was extremely important or very important that children were reading just for fun, 85% valued that 
it was a free activity, and 83% felt that it help to improve or maintain their children’s reading levels.   
 
I think it’s sometimes hard to get my children to keep up with learning in the 6 weeks holiday so it’s 
an important and fun way to encourage them to read.” Parent of 8-11-year-old girl, Essex  
 
“It helped encourage the children to read during the holidays, it encouraged us to visit the library 
more and encouraged us as a family to read more, and best of all it’s all free!” Parent of 8-11-year-
old girl, Wirral 

“We are on a very low budget so finding things for free are vital. My kids both love reading, but 
sometimes my son forgets about it over the summer so this is a great way of keeping him engaged 
and trying out different books.” Parent of 8-11-year-old boy, Somerset 

The table below shows the responses in more detail: 
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How important are these elements of the 
Summer Reading Challenge to you and your 
child? 

Extremely 
important 

Very 
important Important 

Not very 
important 

Not 
important 

Reading just for fun 63% 25% 9% 0% 0% 

It’s a free activity 60% 25% 12% 2% 1% 

Improving or maintaining reading level 53% 30% 14% 1% 1% 

Getting a certificate 53% 27% 17% 2% 1% 

Getting a medal 48% 24% 20% 7% 1% 

Collecting stickers 38% 30% 24% 7% 1% 

Collecting gifts/rewards 34% 26% 28% 9% 1% 

Something for all the family  31% 31% 31% 6% 1% 

It’s recommended by the school 29% 22% 23% 11% 5% 

Themed activities in the library 21% 22% 33% 15% 2% 

Talking about books  19% 23% 37% 16% 2% 

Young volunteers helping 17% 19% 34% 15% 3% 

Doing something friends are doing 10% 11% 25% 42% 10% 

Using the Summer Reading Challenge website 8% 10% 26% 30% 13% 

Beano theme and incentives 
The theme was very well received by both parents/carers and children, and respondents commented 
that the Beano theme made the Challenge more appealing to boys this year: 

“I really loved the theme this year, and the brightly coloured Beano materials. The Mischief Makers 
idea was fun, and the library organised lots of really good events using the theme. One of the best 
years yet!” Parent of 12+ girl, Kirklees 

“It was a brilliant idea, and the Beano theme got my boys really into it. They love choosing books 
and this helped them explore even more.” Parent of 4-7-year-old boy, Bradford 

“The Summer Reading Challenge has been fantastic for the boys this year. The Beano theme this 
year really motivated them and now they are reading addicts! Thank you.” Parent of 8-11-year-old 
boy, Worcestershire 

The incentives provided as part of the Challenge were particularly valued, with the final certificate 
standing out as most important (80%), followed by medals (72%), stickers (68%) and gifts/rewards 
(60%): 

“The map and stickers was a really nice idea. The kids love to receive their certificate and medals. It 
definitely encouraged the children to read more!” Parent of 8-11-year-old girl, Hertfordshire 

“The rewards, stickers and colourful booklets help to encourage and motivate the children. They 
help us to focus and remember to continue reading throughout the school holidays. I loved taking 
part as a child and I am really enjoying helping my children with taking part. It’s fantastic. Long may 
it continue!” Parent of 8-11-year-old boy, Norfolk 

 “I enjoy that it’s something all my children can take part in for free. All the gifts and stickers 
encourage them to keep at it.” Parent of 8-11-year-old girl, North Lincolnshire 

“It was nice that there was a little preschool booklet where she could collect stickers like the other 
children. It was perfect for her age.” Parent of 0-3-year-old girl, Southampton 
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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. Library staff and 
volunteers were praised by many respondents, and the activities that they ran as part of the 
Challenge were really valued: 

“My son is a confident reader but not confident to speak, share thoughts and opinions with others. 
The challenge this year was so good as the volunteers asked the right questions, were the right mix 
of ages to really get him engaged in the discussions. We were really proud parents and the 
experience has helped him enormously.” Parent of 4-7-year-old boy, Worcestershire  

“It was fantastic. The librarians were brilliant at making the challenge enjoyable, fun and exciting. 
Their enthusiasm was inspirational for our three children.” Parent of 4-7-year-old girl, Dorset 

“Great to see the staff interaction with the children. The workshops the library put on were 
fantastic.” Parent of 8-11-year-old boy, Luton 

The responses indicated that the Challenge has a very broad appeal, including for reluctant readers 
and those with additional needs: 

“I thought it was great, both my children are reluctant readers and the summer reading challenge 
really helped them stay on track over the 6 weeks holidays.” Parent of 4-7-year-old boy, Portsmouth 

“I've been blown away by my 5 year old son’s enthusiasm, he is a reluctant reader and has issues 
with his speech and this is helping with both.” Parent of 4-7-year-old boy, North Lincolnshire 

“My son, who is often a reluctant reader, was begging me to go to the library. The fact it was a fun 
‘challenge’ really motivated him.” Parent of 8-11-year-old boy, North Somerset  

“A good way to keep up the kids’ enjoyment of reading. It was also an activity that all three children 
could take part in even with disabilities and age differences.” Parent of 8-11-year-old boy, Walsall 

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 they used to 

describe the Challenge: 
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Children enjoyed taking part in the Summer Reading Challenge for a number of reasons: 
 
“I liked my medal and talking to the library lady about my book.” 4-7-year-old boy, Bromley 

“I love to collect all the stickers, and am very proud of my certificate and medal!” 8-11-year-old girl, 
Norfolk 

“It was good fun and helped me read over the summer.” 8-11-year-old boy, Worcestershire 

“It was a lot of fun and I liked going to the library.” 4-7-year-old boy, Manchester 

“I really liked it. The smelly stickers are really good!” 4-7-year-old boy, Leicestershire 

“I enjoyed reading new books and getting stickers. I was proud to get the certificate.” 4-7-year-old 
girl, Cambridgeshire 

“It was really good and encouraged me to read more over the summer holidays.” 8-11-year-old girl, 
Worcestershire 

“I enjoyed it as it made me read books that I might not have thought to pick up.” 4-7-year-old boy, 
Solihull 

“Good fun. I liked getting the medal and the wrist band and I liked doing the reviews in the 
website.” 4-7-year-old boy, Bradford 

“Reading the books was totally AWESOME! I love my new medal – I have 5 now!” 4-7-year-old boy, 
Portsmouth 

“It was awesome. I loved it. They are always such fun, I love figuring out the puzzle and the clues, 
and collecting the stickers along the way.” 8-11-year-old girl, Norfolk 
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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 both talk about and read books over the summer, and 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. 
Anecdotally, we hear this a great deal from families, library staff and schools, and we are pursuing 
these reported results through further research. 

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, the thoughts of one parent: 

“There are so many positives for children doing the Summer Reading Challenge. It gives them the 
opportunity to visit the library regularly. The whole family benefited, from giving us something to do 
in the school holidays to sharing our thoughts on all the books we borrowed. It also helped the kids 

keep up their reading in the holidays. The kids were so chuffed when they were told they’d be 
getting a certificate. They couldn’t smile wide enough. They also got to interact with the staff in the 

library which was great. I would thoroughly recommend to any families.” 

Parent of 4-7-year-old boy, Bridgend 

 


