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Foreword 
The Reading Agency is a national charity with a mission to tackle life's big challenges through 

the proven power of reading. Reading changes lives and the Reading Ahead programme is 

designed to engage people in reading for pleasure, often for the first time, which in turn helps 

them to improve their language, literacy and communication skills. Reading Ahead invites 

participants to pick six reads of their choice (not just books but shorter texts such as poems, 

letters and newspaper articles) and record, rate and review them in a reading diary in order to 

get a certificate.  

One in five prisoners report needing help with reading, and over two-thirds have problems 

reading prison information.1 In 2018-19, over 9,000 people took part in Reading Ahead in 

prison. 

In 2019 we began exploring how Reading Ahead in prisons could be extended to include a peer 

support element to the programme. This led to the development of an advocacy role for 

prisoners as Reading Ahead Champions. The overall aim was to extend the reach and impact 

of Reading Ahead by encouraging prisoners themselves to take ownership of its development 

and success through recruiting and supporting other prisoners to participate in and complete 

Reading Ahead. 

The pilot began in November 2019, but in March 2020 prisons went into lockdown and prison 

libraries were closed in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. This cut the pilot short and has 

limited our ability to collect data as planned. Despite these constraints, the evaluation has been 

able to gain valuable insight into some of the strengths, weaknesses, challenges and successes 

of the pilot's implementation across three different types of prison.  

Overall, the evaluation shows that the prisoners and staff who took part in the Reading Ahead 

Champions pilot saw positive outcomes. The Champions gained skills and agency in taking on a 

position of responsibility. They were able to set themselves personal targets and think about how 

they could use their personal skills in the best way to achieve them. Importantly, they were successful 

in engaging participants in Reading Ahead who wouldn’t usually take part. In addition, prison library 

staff found that the Reading Ahead Champions were a valuable addition to their work and programme 

delivery. 

The evaluation also found that the flexibility of the programme was key to its success. This included 

allowing Champions to set their own targets, just as they are encouraged to choose their own reads 

when taking part in Reading Ahead, and library staff being able to tailor delivery to their local 

requirements and prison population.  

This past year has highlighted more than ever how important literacy skills are. Reading for 

pleasure provides comfort, an escape into imaginary lives, and a means to understand and 

 
1 I. Brunton-Smith and K. Hopkins (2014), The impact of experience in prison on the employment status of longer-sentenced 

prisoners after release, Ministry of Justice Analytical Series; J. Talbot (2008), Prisoners’ Voices, Prison Reform Trust 
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navigate the fast-changing world around us. The evaluation findings illustrate the diverse and 

positive impact that peer support can have in promoting reading in a prison setting and 

encouraging engagement with the Reading Ahead programme. The success of the pilot and the 

learnings from this report will provide a basis for Reading Ahead Champions to be rolled out as 

part of the Reading Ahead offer in 2021. 

We would like to thank the Reading Ahead Champions and the library staff who took part in the 

pilot for their enthusiasm and commitment. We would also like to thank Dr JD Carpentieri for 

his perseverance in adapting and completing the evaluation under these difficult circumstances. 

Lily Staunton Howe, Programme Manager: Adult Reading 
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Executive summary  
Reading Ahead is a Reading Agency programme that encourages and supports young people 

and adults to read for pleasure. Run in workplaces, colleges, libraries and prisons across the UK, 

the programme invites participants to pick six written pieces (e.g. books, poems and 

newspaper/magazine articles) and record, rate and review these pieces in a diary. Individuals 

who do so receive a Reading Ahead certificate. In 2018-19, more than 9,000 people took part in 

Reading Ahead in prison. In 2019-20 The Reading Agency sought to extend Reading Ahead by 

developing and piloting a new initiative: Reading Ahead Champions. The aim of the Champions 

initiative was to help prisoners play an active role in recruiting and supporting other prisoners 

to participate in and complete Reading Ahead. An independent evaluation of the Champions 

pilot was conducted by Dr JD Carpentieri of the UCL Institute of Education. This is the Executive 

Summary of that evaluation. 

Methods 
The evaluation had three overarching aims: 

1. Investigate programme implementation and delivery across the different contexts of the 
pilot prisons 

2. Assess the impacts of the Reading Ahead Champions initiative in extending the reach 
and effectiveness of Reading Ahead within the pilot prisons 

3. Provide conclusions and recommendations about the potential impact of the Champions 
model on Reading Ahead in other prisons. 

Programme implementation and delivery 
The Champions initiative was scheduled to run in six pilot prisons across Staffordshire in parallel 

with Reading Ahead from November 2019 to May 2020. However, the Covid-19 pandemic 

forced the early shutdown of the traditional delivery of Reading Ahead (and thus the 

Champions initiative) in March 2020. Despite this early shutdown, we were able to collect rich 

data on the implementation and delivery of the Champions initiative, focusing in particular on 

three case study sites: HMP Drake Hall, a women's prison; HMP & YOI Brinsford, which is 

primarily a young offenders' institution; and HMP Stafford, a sexual offenders' prison.  

The evaluation's analysis of programme instrumentation and delivery focused on: 

1. Recruitment of the Champions by prison library staff 

2. The support provided to Champions by prison staff 

3. The Champions’ recruitment of Reading Ahead participants 

4. The support provided by Champions to those participants, to help the latter group 

complete Reading Ahead. 

Recruitment of Reading Ahead Champions by prison library staff 

Recruitment of Champions was necessarily shaped by the specific context of each prison. The 

three case study sites recruited widely varying numbers of Champions: 10 at Stafford, two at 



8 
 

Brinsford and one at Drake Hall. These cross-site differences in recruitment figures represented 

a strength of the Champions initiative rather than a weakness: at each site, library staff 

recruited the appropriate number of Champions for that prison's population and needs. 

Support provided to Champions by prison staff 

Prison library staff provided Champions with three primary forms of support: (1) regular team 

meetings; (2) informal feedback and praise; and (3) tangible incentives such as positive 

behaviour points on the prisoners' records. There were indications that frequent informal 

feedback was particularly helpful for Champions. 

Recruitment of Reading Ahead participants by Champions 

There was a high degree of variation in Champions' recruitment of Reading Ahead participants, 

with some Champions recruiting 30+ and others recruiting as few as three. Because of the 

pandemic-related modifications to Reading Ahead in Staffordshire prisons, it was not possible 

to accurately assess the degree to which enrolments were converted to completions. However, 

there was evidence that Champions were successful in recruiting more reluctant readers across 

the prison sites. 

It appeared that, in the absence of pressure to recruit specific numbers of participants, 

Champions experienced greater agency and autonomy, and were free to make the role their 

own: "natural salesmen" could recruit high numbers of participants, while less outgoing 

Champions could feel that they were also making a valuable contribution even if they recruited 

only a handful of participants.  

'I've really enjoyed the chance to talk to people about books and encourage them to do 

this.’ (Reading Ahead Champion) 

‘It managed to reach the very vulnerable prisoners.’ (Prison Library Supervisor) 

Support provided by Champions to Reading Ahead participants 

The evaluation evidence indicates that a number of Reading Ahead participants benefitted from 

the ongoing support provided by Champions.  

‘They always asked how I was doing and offered support.’ (Reading Ahead participant) 

‘They made me feel like I really wanted to complete the challenge every time I was in the 

library. Really supportive.’ (Reading Ahead participant) 

Additional conclusions regarding programme implementation and delivery 

Within the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, the Champions initiative fulfilled most of the 

hopes expressed for the pilot prior to its launch. Implementation and delivery of the initiative 

can be considered a success. Key to this success was the flexibility of the Champions pilot: each 

of the three case study prisons was able to adapt the initiative to their own unique needs. 

‘When I think [about] what we've done under the circumstances I feel really pleased with 

it.’ (Prison Library Supervisor) 
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Programme impacts 
The Covid-19 pandemic meant that we were only able to collect limited data on programme 

impacts. For example, only one pilot site, men’s prison HMP Oakwood, was able to provide 

participant survey data on prisoners’ attitudes to the Champions pilot (Table A).  

Table A: Reading Ahead participants’ perspectives on the role of the Champions, HMP Oakwood 
 Very important  Kind of important  Not important  

at all  

 N % N % N % 

Importance of the Reading Ahead 
Champion in helping the participant start 
Reading Ahead 

 
16 

 
48 

 

 
6 

 
18 

 
11 

 
33 

Importance of the Champion in helping 
the participant complete Reading Ahead 
 

 
6 

 
18 

 
10 

 
30 

 
17 

 
52 

 

 

This sample size is far too small to draw firm conclusions; nor is it advisable to generalise from 

Oakwood to other prisons. In Oakwood itself, however, we can see that respondents were 

more likely to feel that the Champion was very important in getting them started with Reading 

Ahead, but less likely to feel that the Champion played a key role in helping them to complete 

the challenge.  

Getting started with Reading Ahead 

Participants cited a number of ways in which the Champion was “very important” in helping 

them get started. These ranged from ‘help[ing] you understand what reading is all about’, to 

selling potential participants on the programme – ‘They convinced [me] how good it was and 

what you can receive at the end’ – to facilitating access to books: ‘They helped me get the books 

I wanted to read.’ 

For respondents who said that the pilot was “kind of important” in helping them get started, 

the Champion seemed to help tip the balance towards participation: ‘I like to read, he just 

nudged me along.’ The responses of some participants in this category highlight the importance 

of having multiple, interlinked strategies for reaching out to potential participants. For example, 

whereas one respondent said that ‘I had seen the promotional material already and was going 

to sign up because it interested me’, and another said ‘The poster caught my eye’, a third had 

not heard of the programme before being approached by a Champion: ‘I did not know about it 

before.’ Another respondent said: ‘I might not have found out about it without [the Champion].’ 

Respondents who said that the Champion did not play an important role in their participation 

said they ‘already read a lot’ and were thus familiar with the programme.  

Completing Reading Ahead 

For the majority of Oakwood respondents, the Champions did not appear to play a central role 

in helping participants to complete the challenge. ‘I did not speak to the champion after being 



10 
 

signed up,’ reported one respondent. Another said: ‘I did not require any interaction after I 

started it and completed my first run-through very quickly.’  

For the 30% of respondents who said that the Champion was “kind of important” in helping 

them complete Reading Ahead, ongoing support from the Champion appeared to be helpful in 

achieving completion, with one respondent observing that ‘He encouraged me’ and another 

saying: ‘I doubt I would have read as many books as I have... They gave me a push and 

motivation when I started to flag.’ Similar sentiments were expressed by respondents who cited 

the Champion as “very important” in helping them complete the challenge:  

‘They always asked how I was doing and offered support.’ 

‘They made me feel like I really wanted to complete the challenge every time I was in the 

library. Really supportive.’ 

The experience of being a Reading Ahead Champion 

The pandemic made it impossible to collect data from all but three of the Champions 

themselves. These Champions were very positive about the role: 

‘I enjoyed encouraging people to join the challenge this year, and would be happy to do 

so again.’  

‘It has got me talking about the books I’ve read.’ 

‘It was good to discuss books and reading with others. I have… found being a Reading 

Ahead Champion a good challenge.’  

Prison library staff felt that the Champions benefited from the role. For example, speaking of 

one Champion, a Library Supervisor said: ‘I've seen her confidence grow doing this job.’  

Impacts on prison library staff 

There is strong evidence that prison library staff also benefitted from the initiative: Champions 

helped facilitate the smooth running of Reading Ahead and re-energised the programme for 

library staff by giving it a new dynamic. As one staff member said: ‘Having the Champion this 

[year] has been a real benefit.’  

Recommendations 
Due to the unique challenges caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, our recommendations are 

necessarily more tentative than they would otherwise be. The Champions initiative appears to 

be a natural and logical extension of Reading Ahead. Drawing on the strengths of peer support, 

the Champions pilot was straightforward to implement and deliver, and appeared to produce 

benefits for prisoners (including Champions) and prison library staff. The flexibility of the 

Champions pilot was a strength: prisons were encouraged to adapt the initiative to their own 

unique needs, and found it relatively easy to do so. We thus strongly recommend that the 

Champions initiative be incorporated into future iterations of Reading Ahead.   
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1. Introduction 
This is the evaluation report for the 2019-20 Reading Ahead Champions pilot programme. This 

independent evaluation was conducted by Dr JD Carpentieri, Lecturer in Education and the Life 

Course at UCL’s Institute of Education. This introductory section provides an overview of 

Reading Ahead and the Champions pilot. 

Reading Ahead 
The Reading Agency is a UK charity funded by Arts Council England. The Reading Agency 
develops and delivers a number of reading programmes including Reading Ahead.  

Reading Ahead is a national programme 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. 
The programme takes place annually in public libraries, colleges, workplaces and prisons across 
the UK. This report focuses specifically on Reading Ahead in prison settings. 

Reading Ahead, previously called the Six Book Challenge, 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 (including short texts such as poems, magazine/newspaper 
articles and web posts, as well as books) and record, review and rate them in a reading diary to 
receive a certificate and other incentives. The programme is primarily aimed at less confident 
readers who want to improve their literacy and language skills or get back into reading. The 
promotion of reading in prisons is considered important for a number of reasons, including: 

• one in five prisoners report needing help with reading;2  

• over two-thirds have problems reading prison information;3  

• two in five need help with improving work-related skills.4   

• over half (54%) of people entering prison in 2016/17 were assessed as having literacy 
skills expected of an 11-year-old, over 3.5 times higher than in the general adult 
population (15%).5   

In most prison settings, Reading Ahead is delivered through the prison library working in 
partnership with the education department and other parts of the prison. Staff help to recruit 
participants and support them to complete the programme. In addition to their certificate, 
prisoners who complete Reading Ahead receive a pocket dictionary or a writing or spelling 
guide, funded by charity Give a Book, in addition to their certificate. 

The following briefly highlights the reach of Reading Ahead: 

• Reading Ahead has reached more than 80,000 prisoners over 12 years. 

• About 90 prisons and Young Offender Institutions (YOIs) took part in 2018-19.  

• Over 9,000 prisoners registered for Reading Ahead in 2018-19. 

 
2 I. Brunton-Smith and K. Hopkins (2014), The impact of experience in prison on the employment status of longer-sentenced 
prisoners after release, Ministry of Justice Analytical Series 
3 J. Talbot (2008), Prisoners’ Voices, Prison Reform Trust 
4 Brunton-Smith and Hopkins, Ibid 
5 Prison: the facts: Bromley Briefings (2018), Prison Reform Trust  

https://readingagency.org.uk/
https://readingahead.org.uk/
http://giveabook.org.uk/
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• Some prisons produce more Reading Ahead graduates than others: in slightly over 50% 
of the participating prisons in 2018-19, at least 50 people completed the programme, 
and five prisons achieved over 150 completers that year. 

Staff at The Reading Agency maintain a network of library contacts across the prison estate to 

promote and evaluate their use of the Reading Ahead programme each year. The evaluation 

plan for Reading Ahead draws on the Reading Outcomes Framework Toolkit.  

The annual evaluation of Reading Ahead captures the views of participants and delivery leads 

through both quantitative and qualitative research. Surveys completed by delivery leads collect 

data on beneficiary demographics, the delivery of Reading Ahead in individual prisons, and 

organisational perspectives of the delivery process. Further data are collected to determine the 

extent to which Reading Ahead has achieved its intended outcomes. These include reading 

engagement outcomes (e.g., attitudes to reading, reading behaviour and confidence) and 

intellectual outcomes (e.g., language, literacy and skills). Previous Reading Ahead evaluation 

reports are available to download via https://readingagency.org.uk/resources/.  

 

Reading Ahead Champions  
In 2019-20 The Reading Agency sought to extend Reading Ahead by developing and piloting a 

new aspect of the programme: Reading Ahead Champions. The aim of Reading Ahead 

Champions is to help prisoners play an active role in recruiting and supporting other prisoners 

to participate in and complete Reading Ahead.  

In the pilot, Reading Ahead Champions were Reading Ahead ‘graduates’, i.e., prisoners who 

have completed the programme and have been given clearance to take on the Champion role. 

Champions were asked to recruit participants for Reading Ahead and to support them 

throughout their participation in the programme. Champions also worked with prison library 

staff and library orderlies to record participation and completion in Reading Ahead, and to 

document their achievements as Reading Ahead Champions. 

The Champions programme is a peer support scheme. The Prison Service’s toolkit on peer 

support schemes concludes that these initiatives can increase ‘positive self-identity, self-

confidence and employability skills for the peer worker’, have ‘a positive impact on the 

attitudes, engagement and behaviour for the recipients of the services’ and have ‘a positive 

impact on the wider prison regime’.6 The Champions initiative builds on evidence of other 

successful peer support schemes in prisons, such as the Shannon Trust, as well as mental health 

and resettlement programmes. A central aim of the Reading Ahead Champions pilot was to 

explore the potential of using a peer support model to help support and champion the Reading 

Ahead programme, and use of the prison library. 

 
6 Peer support schemes in prison (2018), MOJ/HMPPS 

http://readingoutcomes.readingagency.org.uk/
https://readingagency.org.uk/resources/
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The pilot programme was scheduled to run from November 2019-May 2020 in six prisons in 

Staffordshire:  

• HMP & YOI Brinsford 

• HMP Drake Hall 

• HMP Featherstone 

• HMP Oakwood 

• HMP Stafford 

• HMP Swinfen Hall. 

Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, however, the Champions pilot was discontinued in early 

March 2020. The impacts of the pandemic on the pilot are discussed throughout this report. 

The Methods section details the impacts of the pandemic on the evaluation. 

About this report 
This document is the evaluation report for the 2019-20 Reading Ahead Champions pilot. 

Following this introductory section, this report is structured as follows: 

• Section 2 discusses the evaluation’s aims and design. 

• Section 3 reports on the implementation of the Reading Ahead Champions initiative. 

• Section 4 discusses the impacts of the pilot. 

• Section 5 draws on the previous sections to offer conclusions and recommendations 

about the Reading Ahead Champions initiative. 

This report also includes a Methodological Appendix. 
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2. Methods: Evaluation aims and design  
This evaluation had three overarching aims: 

1. Investigate programme implementation and delivery across the different contexts of the 
pilot prisons 

2. Assess the impacts of the Reading Ahead Champions initiative in extending the reach 
and effectiveness of Reading Ahead within the pilot prisons 

3. Provide conclusions and recommendations about the potential impact of the Champions 
model on Reading Ahead in other prisons.  
 

The evaluation thus consisted of a process evaluation component focused on implementation 

challenges and successes, and an impact evaluation component focused on the outcomes 

achieved through the Champions pilot. In this evaluation, we sought to understand both: (1) 

The overall strengths and weaknesses of the initiative, i.e. its general usefulness across sites; 

and (2) The influence of differing prison contexts on implementation, delivery and impacts. Our 

aim was to provide an overall assessment of the initiative, alongside (and building on) site-

specific analyses. 

The original (pre-Covid) evaluation design was for a quantitatively-led mixed methods multi-

level.7,8,9 Quantitatively-led mixed methods designs draw primarily on quantitative data for 

their analyses, with the qualitative data being used to complement the quantitative material, 

e.g. by illustrating or exemplifying quantitatively derived findings. Key components of the 

planned evaluation design included: 

• Collection of quantitative and qualitative data from Reading Ahead Champions via 

surveys and focus groups 

• Collection (via surveys) of quantitative and qualitative data from Reading Ahead 

participants who were supported by Champions 

• Focus groups with Library Supervisors in all six pilot sites. 

Sample and data collection 
Due to the pandemic's impact on access to inmates and staff, however, the evaluation had to 

be redesigned. It was no longer possible to distribute and collect surveys from Reading Ahead 

Champions, nor to conduct focus groups with them. With regard to Reading Ahead participants, 

only two sites (HMP Oakwood and HMP Stafford) were able to collect and distribute surveys. 

Reassignments and other factors meant that it was not possible to conduct focus groups with 

library supervisors. The evaluation was thus redesigned to make a virtue of the data we were 

able to collect. The evaluation design was converted from the originally planned quantitatively-

 
7 Rollison, J., Hill, G., Yu, P., Murray, S., Mannix, D., Mathews-Younes, A., & Wells, M. E. (2012). Evaluation of a complex, multisite, multilevel 
grants initiative. Evaluation and program planning, 35(2), 273-279. 
8 Clark, V. L. P., & Creswell, J. W. (2008). The mixed methods reader. Sage. 
9 Clark, V. L. P., & Creswell, J. W. (2008). The mixed methods reader. Sage. 
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led mixed methods design to a qualitatively-led approach, drawing on the following data 

sources: 

• Participant surveys completed by 33 inmates at HMP Oakwood and eight at HMP 

Stafford who had been recruited into Reading Ahead by a Champion 

• In-depth semi-structured interviews (each lasting 50-60 minutes) conducted with Library 

Supervisors at three sites: HMP Drake Hall, a women's prison; HMP & YOI Brinsford, 

which is primarily a young offenders' institution; and HMP Stafford, a sexual offenders' 

prison. (When providing quotes from these and other interviews, emphasis is added via 

bold text.) 

• Two in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted with Staffordshire's Prison Library 

Service Advisor: one at the start of the Champions pilot (November 2019) and the other 

in May 2020. The Prison Library Service Advisor works across all Staffordshire prisons, 

facilitating and supporting library programmes such as Reading Ahead. Average length 

of interviews: 36 minutes.  

• One in-depth semi-structured interview conducted with The Reading Agency's 

Programme Manager for Reading Ahead in prisons November 2019. This Programme 

Manager works with Prison Library Service Advisors and other key staff in prisons to 

help support the delivery of Reading Ahead. Length of interview: 30 minutes.  

Because the three Library Supervisors worked in different types of facilities – one women's 

prison, one young offenders' institution and one sexual offenders' prison (in this prison we 

were also able to collect a small amount of survey data) – we were able to use these interviews 

as case studies for exploring implementation challenges and success factors across various 

contexts. The mixed method survey data from HMP Oakwood offers insights into outcomes in a 

fourth context: a men's prison. Finally, the interviews conducted with the Staffordshire Prison 

Library Service Advisor and The Reading Agency Programme Manager offer insights from the 

perspectives of senior figures helping to shape programme delivery.  

Data collection instruments and procedures are discussed in detail in the Appendix. 

Exploring implementation and delivery at three different sites 
Programme implementation is challenging in any environment: realities on the ground are 

inevitably more complex than envisioned when programmes are developed. This is true even 

when programme developers themselves have extensive practical, frontline experience in their 

field. Programme implementation is particularly challenging in a prison environment, where 

rules, regulations and ways of working frequently militate against streamlined, efficient 

programme roll-out. A particular goal of this evaluation was to understand how the Champions 

programme was implemented in different types of prisons, and the factors influencing 

implementation differences across those different sites. Within this overarching framework, the 

process evaluation focused in particular on the following areas: 

• Recruitment of Reading Ahead Champions 
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• Champions’ recruitment of Reading Ahead participants 

• The support provided by Champions to those participants, to help the latter group 

complete Reading Ahead  

• The support provided to Champions by prison staff (e.g. librarians). 

Hopes, fears and expectations for the Champions pilot 

At the start of the pilot (November 2019), two key stakeholders were asked about their hopes, 

worries and expectations for the pilot. These stakeholders were the Staffordshire Prison Library 

Service Advisor and The Reading Agency’s Programme Manager responsible for Reading Ahead 

in prisons. In particular, these stakeholders were asked to imagine and discuss their: 

1. Realistic best-case scenario, in terms of how the Champions pilot might go. For example, 

what might be achieved under propitious circumstances, e.g. a prison environment that 

is particularly supportive of this programme?   

2. Realistic worst-case scenario – i.e. what could go wrong, why, and in what ways?  

3. Realistic expectations for how the pilot would go – i.e. what were the most probable 

challenges, successes, outcomes and impacts? 

The aim of this pre-pilot questioning was to establish a baseline of expectations, hopes and 

worries prior to the primary phase of data collection, and to be able to draw on this baseline 

when evaluating programme implementation and delivery.  

Assessing impacts  
The impact evaluation aspect of this study focused primarily on the impact of the Champions 

pilot on Reading Ahead programme delivery and success within the pilot prisons. In particular, 

this component of the evaluation focused on the impact of Champions on: 

• Enrolment in Reading Ahead by other prisoners 

• Completion of Reading Ahead by programme participants 

• Programme participants’ experiences of and perspectives on working with Champions. 

Our impact analysis also draws on mixed methods survey results from Oakwood and Stafford.  

Data limitations 
As discussed above, key Reading Ahead stakeholders were asked at the start of the pilot about 
their hopes, fears and expectations for the initiative. Reflecting on the difficulties associated 
with evaluating prison programmes, The Reading Agency Programme Manager said that one of 
her fears was that the evaluator would not receive ‘enough material to work with’. This worry 
proved somewhat prescient, but not for a reason that could have been predicted in November 
2019. Due to Covid-19, there are a number of data limitations affecting this evaluation: 

1. We were only able to collect a very limited sample of Participant Surveys completed by 

participants who had been recruited and supported by Champions: 33 at Oakwood and 

eight at Stafford. Amongst these respondents, data missingness was low – i.e. while not 
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every respondent answered all 15 quantitative questions, most respondents did, and no 

respondent skipped more than two of these questions.  

2. Due to Covid-related staffing changes at The Reading Agency, it was not possible to do 

the planned follow-up interview with the Reading Ahead Programme Manager. 

3. It was not possible to interview Library Supervisors, nor was it possible to conduct the 

planned two waves of interviews with these individuals. As described above, we were 

able to interview three Library Supervisors in April 2020.  

4. Perhaps most significantly, it was not possible to conduct the planned focus groups with 

the Reading Ahead Champions. Nor was it possible for Champions to complete the 

survey designed for them. It was thus not possible to directly gather quantitative and 

qualitative data about Champions’ experiences of and perspectives on being a 

Champion. Our data on their experiences and perspectives is second hand, in that it 

comes from our interviews with Library Supervisors and Staffordshire's Prison Library 

Service Advisor.  

Whereas these data limitations did make it impossible to conduct the quantitatively-led mixed 

methods evaluation that was originally planned, we were able to adapt. By conducting longer, 

more in-depth one-on-one staff member interviews than originally planned, we were able to 

accumulate sufficient data for a qualitatively-led mixed methods evaluation of the 

implementation, delivery and impacts of the Champions pilot. 

Ethical concerns 
Throughout the evaluation, Staffordshire's Prison Library Service Advisor and The Reading 

Agency Programme Manager worked closely with the evaluator to ensure that prisoners would 

not suffer any negative consequences of participating in the pilot and evaluation. Prisoners 

were assured that their qualitative and quantitative responses would be provided in confidence 

and presented anonymously.  
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3. Programme implementation and delivery 
As noted in the Methods section, implementing reading programmes in prison environments is 

challenging. In addition to the general rules and regulations associated with all prisons, each 

individual site presents its own unique set of contextual challenges and support factors. In this 

evaluation of the Reading Ahead Champions initiative, we thus sought to understand both: (1) 

The overall strengths and weaknesses of the initiative, i.e. its general usefulness across sites; 

and (2) The influence of differing prison contexts on implementation, delivery and impacts. Our 

aim was to provide an overall assessment of the initiative, alongside (and building on) site-

specific analyses. Our analyses focused in particular on: 

• Recruitment of the Champions by library staff 

• The support provided to Champions by prison staff 

• The Champions’ recruitment of Reading Ahead participants 

• The support provided by Champions to those participants, to help the latter group 

complete Reading Ahead. 

In this section, we adopt a longitudinal approach to the exploration of these and related issues. 

We begin by looking at the prospective hopes, fears and expectations that two key stakeholders 

(the Staffordshire Prison Library Service Advisor and The Reading Agency Programme Manager) 

held for the Champions initiative at the start of the pilot in November 2019. We then explore 

these and other issues through retrospective in-depth interviews (conducted in April 2020) with 

Library Supervisors working in different types of facilities: one women's prison, one young 

offenders' institution and one sexual offenders' prison. We conclude by summarising key 

messages regarding the:  

• Recruitment of the Champions by library staff 

• Support provided to Champions by prison staff 

• Champions’ recruitment of Reading Ahead participants 

• Support provided by Champions to those participants, to help the latter group complete 

Reading Ahead. 

Hopes, fears and expectations for the Champions pilot  

At the start of the pilot, the Staffordshire Prison Library Service Advisor and Reading Agency 

Programme Manager were asked to imagine and discuss their: 

1. Realistic best-case scenario, in terms of how the Champions pilot might go. For example, 

what might be achieved under propitious circumstances, e.g. a prison environment that 

is particularly supportive of this programme?   

2. Realistic worst-case scenario – i.e. what could go wrong, why, and in what ways?  

3. Realistic expectations for how the pilot would go – i.e. what were the most probable 

challenges, successes, outcomes and impacts? 
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Hopes: Extending the reach of Reading Ahead while building prisoners’ skills and confidence 

From the Prison Library Service Advisor’s perspective, the best-case scenario for the Champions 

pilot would have been:  

'That across all six prisons we have more uptake in Reading Ahead than we’ve ever 
had. Ultimately, it would be fantastic if each prison could win a medal [for the number of 
completions. Organisations participating in Reading Ahead receive a gold medal for 150 
completions, a silver medal for 100 completions and a bronze for 50 completions.] Not 
every prison can achieve gold because they haven’t got the population to do that but it 
would be fantastic if they each achieve a medal of some description. That would be 
brilliant.’ 

The Library Service Advisor also had hopes for the Champions and the participants they would 
recruit and support:  

‘From a prisoner's point of view it would be ace if they felt accepted as part of a team in 
a fuller way than ever before, if they felt a real sense of responsibility and pride in what 
they were doing. If the benefits of helping other prisoners with their own reading 
journeys also had a wonderful effect on them – you know, the feeling of what it’s 
actually like to help somebody. And ultimately that could help themselves. That would be 
my absolute best-case scenario.’ 

These hopes were echoed by The Reading Agency Programme Manager, who emphasised 

opportunities for the Champions to exercise their own agency in reaching out to prisoners who 

do not typically read: 

‘We hope the pilot shows the benefit of this approach both to the Champions themselves 

and to the prisoners being supported. Our whole aim is to extend the reach and the 

impact of Reading Ahead... In a best case [scenario] we'd have six Reading Champions in 

each of the six sites really taking ownership of this approach and they'd find their feet 

quickly. They'd feel supported in championing Reading Ahead and they'll manage to 

recruit more participants, and particularly reach out to people who wouldn't otherwise 

take part. I think that's quite a challenge.’  

For these harder-to-reach prisoners:  

‘Probably the only way one's going to [get them engaged in reading] is if another 

prisoner on that same wing or in that same house block is able to engage them in some 

way and encourage them to take part in something which is really going to benefit 

them.’ 

Recruitment of harder-to-reach participants would only be part of this process – Champions 

would also need to provide ongoing support to these participants: 

‘A best-case scenario is the Reading Ahead Champions being able to see somebody 
progress from having really quite low literacy. They might have been in education, they 
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might have taken part in the Shannon Trust peer support programme, then they move 
on to Reading Ahead, and that's just the start of a journey. A really good Reading Ahead 
Champion would know what else the library has to offer and get them engaged in that.... 
And ideally these Reading Ahead Champions will know the books, the reading materials 
in the library, well enough to be able to signpost people to something that's going to 
engage them. Otherwise, somebody who's really a brand-new reader... can be 
completely daunted by a shelf of books.’ 

Finally, the Programme Manager expressed hopes about the overall value of the pilot, saying 
that a: 

'Best-case scenario is that this pilot proves a really interesting model for the rest of the 
prison sector – but then we have to realise there are a few limitations as well. I mean, 
it's quite a good range of prisons [in the pilot] but it doesn't include a local prison with 
really fast turnover, for instance.’ 

Fears: losing impetus and enthusiasm 

In terms of fears for the Champions pilot, the Library Service Advisor felt that: 

‘The biggest thing that's likely to go wrong is to lose the Champions along the way for a 
variety of reasons. They could be transferred, they could... get despondent... they could 
get bored with the idea of doing it. I think that’s a massive hurdle that we’ve got to 
consider all the way through this.... Our worst-case scenario [would be] that we 
somehow lose the impetus.’ 

A loss of impetus and enthusiasm could be the result of a number of factors:  

‘It’s a natural thing that can happen within prison.... They might be overwhelmed by the 
amount of tasks they're doing, they could receive a lot of negativity back from the 
people [who they are] trying to engage in the challenge. And after a while they could 
start to feel, “Well, I don’t really want to put myself into that situation. I don’t want to 
be walking up and down the landings asking people if they want to do a reading 
challenge if I'm going to get... a load of abuse about it.” [There are] all kinds of factors 
that could end with them thinking, "Oh, I'm not gonna, I don’t wanna do this anymore 
really.” That’s probably my biggest—it's not a fear because I think it’s part of everyday 
prison life, but it's something that I'm very aware of, that we do have [barriers, so] I'm 
going to try to support those Champions as much as we possibly can and keep that 
positivity and the impetus going.’ 

A key aim of the hopes/expectations/fears questioning was to elicit stakeholders' views on 
strategies that could be employed to achieve their hopes for the Champions initiative and avoid 
the realisation of worst-case scenarios. Discussing how to avoid a loss of positivity and impetus 
within the Champions initiative, the Library Service Advisor said: 

‘I think the best way to do it would be to meet regularly with [the Champions] to address 
any issues head on. So if there's a particular landing that’s causing them a problem or a 
particular group of prisoners that’s causing them a problem, we would want to be able 
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to support [the Champions] by addressing that with the prison and keeping [everyone] 
safe in what they're doing. [Another key would be] constant reinforcement that they're 
doing such a fantastic job [because] they really will be doing something brilliant. So I 
think it's my role and it's the role of all our library supervisors who'll be supporting this to 
reinforce that as often as we can – [for example] some kind of... rewards system, so... 
good comments are going onto their prison accounts, so people could see that they 
really are doing a fantastic job and they're being credited for that. I think it’s all those 
kinds of things that will keep [the Champions] focused. And if they lose a member of the 
team for whatever reason, somebody gets transferred or released or whatever, then it’s 
about very quickly recruiting somebody who will fit in with the other Champions as well 
and have the same kind of ethos.’ 

The Reading Agency Programme Manager shared the Library Service Advisor's hopes and 

concerns about the need to support the Champions over the life of the initiative, but was also 

aware of the challenges of doing so: 

'I trust the [prison library] staff to make this work, but then [the Champions pilot] is on 
top of their day job.’ 

The Programme Manager was particularly conscious of the general and context-specific 
challenges of implementing reading initiatives within prisons: 

‘There are all sorts of occupational hazards in working in a prison setting. There are lots 
of stresses and strains on the system... the continuity of staff, the amount of staff being 
able to get people to the library, and the priority that necessarily has to be given to 
safety and security. So some of those things can impact on a project. And then there are 
other things like, in a particular prison, [maybe] they don't get enough people to sign up 
as Reading Ahead Champions, or they find it more difficult than they thought it might be, 
there's potential for that position to be abused or other prisoners to abuse them.... there 
might not be enough people doing it, or [the recruitment of Champions might be] limited 
to the Library Orderlies who might be doing this kind of thing anyway. [Or] the data isn't 
kept very accurately or the paperwork ends up being too cumbersome.’  

Expectations: Context-specific challenges within a successful pilot 

Based on early conversations with prison library staff and prisoners themselves, the Library 

Service Advisor was: 

‘Quietly confident about this [pilot]. I’m so impressed with the idea and I've already seen 
a fantastic reaction in these very early days for people recruiting Champions, some 
excitement about it.... I do think we’ll have a few dips, because I think that's natural, 
especially for something that runs for six months. I think we'll have to address those dips 
as we go along to try and reinvigorate it. But I think on the whole I'm quietly confident 
that this is gonna work. It may not work to the dream level... but I do think we'll see a big 
increase in the amount of Reading Ahead numbers. I really do.’ 



22 
 

Reflecting on her experience with previous initiatives, The Reading Agency Programme 
Manager emphasised the context-specificity of intervention success: programmes are not 
simply good or bad, they do not simply work at all sites or not work at all sites. Instead, the 
same programme can perform very well at some locations, moderately well at others, and 
poorly at the remaining sites. The quality of the initiative matters, but so too does the context 
in which the initiative is implemented:  

'It's interesting how often things break up into thirds. You know, you have  a top third, 
perhaps a couple that... do really well, they get good numbers [and] clear impact of this 
Champion role. Then you've got two that are sort of doing pretty well, they're trying 
really hard at it, but it's more difficult to see what a difference it's making. And then 
you've got two perhaps that aren't so good, there might be extenuating circumstances 
or one element like the data collection might be a lot scrappier.... With any of these 
projects, especially if you're doing a national project, it's going to be a patchy picture. 
[The] best-case obviously is that all six [sites] do fantastically well... that would be 
fantastic. But I'd still be pleased if each prison did its best.’ 

Cases studies: implementing the Reading Ahead Champions initiative in three 

different settings   
As discussed in the Methods section, the Covid-related restrictions on data collection meant 

that it was not possible to fulfil the original data collection plan. However, we were able to 

conduct in-depth interviews with Library Supervisors from three different sites: Drake Hall, a 

women’s prison; HMP & YOI Brinsford, which is primarily a young offenders' institution; and 

HMP Stafford, a sex offenders prison. These institutions each provided different lessons about 

the Reading Ahead Champions pilot. As such, they illustrated the central role of context in 

shaping programme implementation and outcomes.  

In this section we provide interview-based case studies of the three different sites, beginning 

with Drake Hall, moving onto Brinsford, and then concluding with Stafford. In each case study, 

we draw on the interviews to identify and discuss the key lessons learned at each site. These 

lessons were:  

Drake Hall:  

• Prison programmes must be able to adapt to contextual challenges. 

• Champions grew into and benefitted from their role. 

• Champions provided invaluable support in abnormal times. 

• Library staff need to support the Champions and have good relationships with them. 

Brinsford:  

• Young male inmates are reluctant to read. 

• Brinsford Champions had some successes, but YOI prison rules reduced their impact.   

• Young Champions need a lot of ongoing support to avoid losing focus. 
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Stafford:  

• Stafford prisoners are generally eager readers with good access to reading material.  

• The Champions helped to re-energise Reading Ahead. 

• Champions at Stafford were given a large degree of autonomy but also benefitted from 

regular meetings. 

Drake Hall 

Prison programmes must be able to adapt to contextual challenges 

As detailed in the Methods section, the Covid-19 pandemic radically altered the 2019-20 

Reading Ahead programme and the Champions pilot. Even in the absence of a pandemic, 

however, prison library services often face complex, context-specific challenges to successful 

programme implementation. At Drake Hall, one such challenge came in the form of a collapsing 

library ceiling. This meant that even before Reading Ahead began, the library was closed down 

and had to be moved to a much smaller space with a less accessible location and very limited 

opening hours: 'Some weeks we've only been open for a couple of hours because of the 

situation'. Describing the situation, the Library Supervisor said:  

‘I really tried hard to push the [Reading Ahead] Challenge and do the best I can under the 

circumstances, but it has been quite challenging at times simply because of our opening 

times. I mean there have been... some weeks where we've only been open for a couple of 

hours because of the situation.... We've all done our utmost to provide a service but 

compared to what we've offered previously it's been very limited and also the women, 

the access they had... again that's been limited.’ 

Despite these challenges, the Drake Hall team managed to recruit 103 starters into Reading 

Ahead, and 51 of these starters completed the programme: 

‘When I think [about] what we've done under the circumstances I feel really pleased with 

it.’ 

The Drake Hall Reading Ahead team originally included three Champions. However, one 

Champion soon got a new job within the prison, the hours of which conflicted with the library's 

reduced opening hours. Another Champion's circumstances also changed, meaning that her 

availability was also greatly reduced. Technically these other two women remained Champions, 

but in practice they had very little involvement with the initiative – Drake was thus effectively 

left with only one Champion:  

‘The nature of the place is... people will come and go [and] as the women work through 

their sentence then things change.’   
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Champions grew into and benefitted from their role 

At Drake Hall, the Library Supervisor reported that their primary Champion benefited hugely 

from the role. This individual was already working as a Library Orderly and was thus a natural 

choice as a Champion. However, as the Library Supervisor notes:  

'She was actually quite timid and [had] got out of the [habit of] reading even though she 

had been a reader years ago. She [hadn't] picked a book for a long time.' 

Being a Champion helped the Orderly develop initiative and become more outgoing, as she 

was required to 'promote the challenge [and help] source books’. 

In addition to drawing the Orderly out of herself, the Champions role got her back into reading, 

as noted by the Library Supervisor: 

'It also benefited her because she was sort of saying "Oh, well, I just recommended that 

book so I think that I will read James Patterson now [too]”.' 

‘I've seen her confidence grow doing this job... She's very approachable and she helps 

choose books, she tries to encourage. You know: “Oh what type of [book], why don't you 

try these?”.’ 

Champions provided invaluable support in abnormal times 

Drake Hall's Champion proved particularly valuable in helping Library staff address the 

challenges arising from the library's relocation and reduced hours.  

‘I would have struggled without [her] because [we] had days when we've only been, the 

library has only been open for half an hour.’ 

To adapt her role to the library’s limited opening hours, the Champion would consult with the 

Library Supervisor to identify individuals who had started Reading Ahead but had not yet 

completed. The Champion would then go through the prison in the morning to find these 

individuals and let them know when the library would be open that day. This was an especially 

important task at Drake Hall, because the Reading Ahead reading diaries  were typically kept in 

the library, to avoid prisoners losing them. Prisoners thus usually had to come to the library to 

write their reviews. On other occasions, the Champion took reading diaries  to Reading Ahead 

participants and encouraged them to fill them in.  

‘Having the Champion this [year] has been a real benefit.’ 

Another benefit was the Champion’s ability to promote Reading Ahead. As the Library 

Supervisor observes:  

‘I think for it to run successfully... first of all you need to do your advertising. This can be 

a job of the reading Champion too – you know, we can between us create posters... and 

put them on the notice boards [and] go to different departments.’ 
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The key is: 

‘Making everyone aware [and] showing everybody [that Reading Ahead] is there for 

everyone regardless of what your reading ability is. And our Reading Champion has 

done a brilliant job at that.’ 

The Drake Hall Champion also helped support the Reading Ahead awards ceremonies. In 

previous years Drake Hall had held one large ceremony, but ‘The problem was that you always 

miss some, they've gone home’. For the 2019-20 programme, Drake Hall hosted a number of 

smaller, more frequent ceremonies, prior to which the Champion went around the prison: 

‘Delivering the invites for the celebration and making sure they're there and they attend. 

And I think that worked better this time because we're catching everybody before they 

go, so they're not missing out on anything.’ 

Library staff need to support the Champions and have good relationships with them  

The Drake Hall Library Supervisor emphasised the importance of library staff having a good 

relationship with Champions and providing them with extensive support. At Drake Hall, this 

support included praise – 'Oh well done, that's brilliant’ – and providing positive marks on the 

Champion’s behaviour record. 

In particular, the Library Supervisor highlighted the benefits of recruiting Library Orderlies as 

Reading Ahead Champions: 

'You spend [a lot of] time with [Library Orderlies]. You can see them on a daily basis. 

They can give you an update on what they've done and who they've spoken to.' 

Brinsford  

Young male inmates are reluctant to read 

A key contextual challenge at Brinsford is the young age of the inmates. Brinsford's Library 

Supervisor has worked in an adult male prison as well as the YOI, and feels that it is easier to 

recruit adults into Reading Ahead than to recruit the younger men (aged 18-21) who make up 

the large majority of the Brinsford population:  

‘When I worked over at Featherstone, because it's a male prison, it was [much easier] 

getting the men to sign up to it.... They're a bit more mature and they realize that 

reading really does halve the time. Now, we have got lads like that in Brinsford, but 

nowhere near the amount that you're going to get in the adult prison.’ 

As this Library Supervisor noted, there were however some willing readers in her YOI – young 

men who: 

‘Love reading for reading, who recognise that reading goes a long way [and] passes a lot 

of time and [who are] not bothered about being made fun of. There are some lads like 

that, and they sign up to it and they do it and they get a lot out of it.’ 
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Another group of willing participants were the young offenders who were classified as 

vulnerable, often because the nature of their offences meant that they would be subject to 

physical attacks from other inmates. Reading Ahead is: 

‘Always very, very popular with them because they tend to be readers as well, and 

because it's a group of vulnerable lads together they've got nothing to prove to one 

another. The big challenge, the big challenge for us is getting all the other lads to do it, 

you know... the vast majority of lads, who... aren't particularly big readers at this point in 

their lives. They're the challenge... You really, really [struggle] to get a sign-up from a lad 

like that. It seems like a real achievement actually when you do get one.’ 

Successes with reluctant readers were particularly rewarding, she said:  

‘I am very passionate about Reading Ahead [and] when you do get a good diary back or, 

you know, a lad would come into the prison into the library and say: “I've read four 

books Miss. I just don't know what to do for the final two”, or “I know what I want to say 

but I can't get it down on paper”, It's a great feeling... because you think “This is what 

it's all about”. You know, somebody hasn't just [done Reading Ahead] because they want 

to get the water bottle and the Mars bar, you know they're really thinking about it. And 

so.... it's great. It's great for us....You get a real high from thinking they've got it and they 

gain something from it.... They're going to continue to read and continue to think about 

what books they choose. So I love Reading Ahead. I love Reading Ahead from that point 

of view.’ 

Brinsford Champions had some successes, but YOI prison rules reduced their impact   

However, YOI restrictions on movement meant that the Champions pilot only had limited, 

context-specific success at Brinsford:   

‘I wouldn't say it's been the most successful part of the project to be honest with you. We 

had two Reading Ahead Champions [who] were both lads from the vulnerable wing of 

the prison and for that reason they were quite successful, recruiting six or seven lads 

each... it was quite an achievement for them.... They could bring them books, and those 

lads could read in their cells. So that went very well – they were targeting the right lads... 

for [it] to be a success. The problem that we had was that at Brinsford, unlike the adult 

prison, movement is very restricted. So whereas at Featherstone I know they sent their 

orderlies out of the library and up front to the wings to sign up prisoners [but here] 

there's no  way we could do that. Every movement has to be escorted by an officer. So 

immediately we were facing that problem, you know, the fact that any Reading 

Champions that we had could only sign up lads on their own wings.’ 

Like Drake Hall, Brinsford also recruited a Library Orderly as a Reading Ahead Champion.  

‘He was signing up people in the library [but] there were too many barriers to make it 

completely successful throughout the prison, which is a real shame actually.’ 
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For the Brinsford Library Supervisor, context is key:  

‘The climate has to be right... I can say [that] from having worked in both adult and a 

young offenders’ prisons.... [Adult prisons] have got that free movement and they work 

[with a] demographic that's [more] willing to get on board. Everything that we don't 

have in Brinsford. So in comparison to other prisons the Champions [initiative] wasn't 

quite as successful, but it was successful... in a smaller area.’ 

Looking ahead to future years, the Library Supervisor said that she would be more targeted in 

her use of the Champions, if the initiative continues: 

‘I think initially we went at it with a blank canvas because it was a different way of 

getting people to sign up to Reading Ahead. But I think what came to us very quickly was 

the realisation that the majority of sign-ups were going to come from the work that 

the... library staff did in the library. And that [the Champions initiative] was a minor 

success because it managed to reach the very vulnerable prisoners that would probably 

not have been reached because... for their own reasons [they] are too scared to come 

down, they are too scared to mix with the general population. So it worked, it worked as 

a minor outreach project.... What I think with Brinsford going forward is that I would be 

very happy to do it again with the knowledge that... it could be more effective with a 

certain population sector, i.e. the vulnerable or a wing where you've got greater 

movement.’ 

Young Champions need a lot of support to avoid losing focus 

The Brinsford Champions’ age meant that they required more support and oversight than older 

Champions might. The Brinsford Library staff addressed this challenge by regularly checking in 

with Champions, and by giving them positive behaviour points on their prison file:  

‘With every role that prisoners have, with every project, it loses momentum after a 

period of time because they've got other things going on in their life.... We found it very 

important to keep checking in with the Reading Champions that we've got, to keep 

encouraging them, because I think otherwise with them being the age they are they 

could have very easily forgotten about it.... They would come into the library every week 

with their group and we would make a point of checking in and then asking how things 

were going, just to let them know that we haven't forgotten them. We would ask them if 

they need anything, any more diaries, any more registration forms. And just have a chat 

with them it about it, to ask how it was going and ask them for feedback. Just making 

them feel that it was a valued role.’ 
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Stafford 

Stafford prisoners are generally eager readers with good access to reading material 

HMP Stafford is a sexual offenders' prison. As such, the prison population typically experiences 

less turnover than in other sites: sentences at Stafford are generally longer. Stafford prisoners 

also have a reputation for being keen readers. Reading Ahead has:  

‘Always done really well at Stafford, because [the inmates] like their books, they do like 

reading... Last year we were the only [prison] in the region to get Gold on the Reading 

Ahead Challenge.’ 

Prisoners at Stafford typically have good access to reading material: in addition to the library, 

books are available on each of the wings, meaning that prisoners were hopefully still able to 

participate in Reading Ahead even after the library was closed due to Covid-19: 

‘Because they can't get to the library [during the pandemic], I would imagine that they're 

still going on the wing when they can, getting books and readings [to] complete the 

Challenge. I would imagine when I go back most people will have completed it because 

they were bored and... because we were offering... Mars bars [as an] incentive, plus 

prizes as well.’ 

As the above quote suggests, although many Stafford inmates are keen readers, they also 

respond positively to external incentives such as chocolate bars and prizes.  

The Champions helped to re-energise Reading Ahead  

Because Stafford inmates tend to be serving long sentences, many had already completed 

Reading Ahead at least once. The Stafford Library Supervisor thus saw the Champions initiative 

as a way to re-energise Reading Ahead for her prison's population, e.g. by reaching out to new 

readers: 

‘This year we wanted [to go beyond] just the average reader doing it. We wanted people 

in the workshops, people who didn't come to the library so often.’ 

Another strategy was to offer new prizes: 

‘I was intrigued to see how it would work out because I felt that... people were sort of 

getting bored of [Reading Ahead] because it's been going for years... And [many 

prisoners already] have the certificate, they have a mini-dictionary and the pen, and the 

joke [amongst some prisoners] was, “Oh you know, the same old prizes.” So [we] mixed 

it up a bit this year with different prizes, [for example] water bottles, and we checked 

with the prison what we could issue, you know for safety reasons, and got the chocolate 

bars as well. So yeah, it was a bit more exciting this year with different prizes [and] a 

different format.’ 
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Another change for 2019-20 was the introduction of more frequent awards ceremonies. As 

discussed above, this proved successful at Drake Hall, where prisoner turnover is high. 

However, it proved less appropriate for Stafford, where turnover is much lower: ‘This year [we 

had] a presentation every month for about 20 people [but this meant] pulling people out of 

work’. This was not popular at Stafford, so the prison plans to go back to having ‘Just one 

presentation at the end rather than the mini ones along the way’. 

Champions at Stafford were given a large degree of autonomy but also benefitted from regular 

meetings 

At Stafford, recruitment of a large number of Champions (10) was relatively straightforward, 

with the library team drawing on a mix of Library Orderlies, education mentors, and inmates 

who use the library frequently:  

'Our best customers really, they come to the library a lot [and are] good salespeople if 

you like, advocates for reading.... I tended to pick people that were already trusted.... We 

[the library team] said: 'Would you fancy doing it, and they all jumped at the chance... 

They really got on board with it.’ 

The Library Supervisor met with the Champions once a month during the programme:  

‘The first meeting was to say what's expected and as an incentive for them they 

[received a] Reading Ahead water bottle. They pledged how many [participants] they 

were going to get on board, how many customers if you like, which ranged from three to 

30.... The top salesman, he just asked everyone and sold it [Reading Ahead] with the 

chocolate bars. Whereas a couple of our older guys, they pledged to each get three on 

board and they used a different approach, a softer approach.... I put it in their hands to 

say how many you think you could recruit to do this Challenge.’ 

Key messages for programme implementation and delivery 

We conclude this section by summarising key messages regarding the:  

• Recruitment of the Champions by library staff 

• Support provided to Champions by prison staff 

• Champions’ recruitment of Reading Ahead participants 

• Support provided by Champions to those participants, to help the latter group complete 

Reading Ahead. 

Recruitment of Reading Ahead Champions 

The pilot established a recruitment target of six Champions at each site, i.e. 36 Champions 

overall. However, this target was indicative only: the goal was not to recruit a specific number 

of Champions but to recruit individuals who would do good jobs as Champions and benefit from 

the role. At each site, Library Supervisors used their judgement in determining how many 

Champions to recruit, emphasising quality over quantity.  
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Due to the pandemic, we were only able to access recruitment figures for four sites:  

• Drake Hall: 3 Champions recruited 

• Brinsford: 2 

• Stafford: 10  

• Featherstone: 4.  

As these figures indicate, each site recruited different numbers of Champions, with those 

differences being driven by site-specific contextual factors. The Stafford prison population, for 

example, includes large numbers of keen readers and regular visitors to the library; it thus 

proved relatively straightforward for library staff to recruit a large number of Champions. At 

Brinsford, in contrast, the young offenders tend to be reluctant readers and were thus less 

committed to the Champions role. A notable exception was the population of vulnerable 

prisoners within Brinsford, from amongst whom two Champions were recruited. Drake Hall 

managed to recruit three Champions, but the unpredictable nature of prison life meant that 

only one of these was able to remain committed to the role.  

Across all three sites, a key message was that recruitment of Champions is context-specific: 

library staff must work with the prisoners they have, tailoring their recruitment efforts to the 

strengths and weaknesses of their particular prison population. Another key message is that a 

range of different types of Champion can be recruited where this is feasible: at Stafford, library 

staff were able to recruit some Champions who were ‘born salesman’ while also recruiting 

other Champions who would bring a less dynamic but no less meaningful approach to the role. 

As noted above, the aim of the Champions role was not just to recruit and support Reading 

Ahead participants, but also to enable the Champions themselves to develop their skills and 

confidence. 

Support provided to Champions by prison staff   

Both of the prospective hopes/fears/expectations interviews emphasised the importance of 

providing excellent support to Champions, in order to help them feel part of the Reading Ahead 

team and to help them feel a sense of responsibility and pride in their role.  

All three case studies illustrated the importance of such support. At all three prison sites, 

library staff met regularly with the Champions. In prisons, having regular meetings can be 

challenging, as noted by the Staffordshire Prisons Library Services Advisor in his retrospective 

(May 2020) interview: 

‘I was nervous that [regular meetings] might [not] happen, not due to any fault of the 

supervisors but just simply [because] it’s actually not that easy to get [a group of] 

prisoners together.... They might all have jobs. They might all be in full-time education. 

You can't necessarily pull them from wing to wing, you may well need an officer to 

collect them all up and bring them [to the library]…. It's not as straightforward as it 

would be in normal life.’ 
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The Library Services Advisor also emphasised the importance of providing regular, informal 

feedback and praise to Champions. The most important support may not come in meetings, 

but in brief exchanges, ‘those little moments’ when staff can ask ‘How’s this going?’ and ‘Is 

there anything else that you need from us?’ or let Champions know that their work is 

appreciated. These exchanges go ‘a massively long way’ in helping Champions value their role 

and feel valued in it. 

There was evidence that it was easier for library staff to meet with and provide regular support 

and feedback to Champions who already work in roles such as Library Orderly which bring 

them into regular contact with Librarians. 

Another way to support Champions is to provide tangible incentives and rewards. At Brinsford 

and Drake Hall, the Champions’ initiative and hard work earned them positive marks on their 

behaviour records. These marks entitle prisoners to additional privileges (e.g., canteen money 

and phone credit) and are looked at when their cases are reviewed. As noted by the Library 

Services Advisor, positive behaviour marks within prisons are ‘not given out lightly’ and are thus 

highly valued by prisoners.  

Champions’ recruitment of Reading Ahead participants  

The Reading Agency guidelines encouraged Champions to recruit up to six new Reading Ahead 

participants each. As illustrated in the case studies, the actual number of participants recruited 

varied from prison to prison and from Champion to Champion. At Brinsford, the Champions 

working on the "vulnerable" wing recruited 6-7 participants each. At Stafford, library staff 

encouraged Champions to set their own recruitment targets based on their personalities and 

goals – this meant that one Champion successfully recruited around 30 participants, while other 

Champions recruited only three. A key message here is that there is no best approach or ideal 

number of participants that Champions should attempt to recruit. For some Champions, it will 

be natural and perhaps even easy to recruit more than six participants, whereas other 

Champions will find equal value in recruiting only a few. The aim is for each Champion to feel 

that they are making a meaningful contribution. 

Due to Covid-19 we were not able to collect accurate data on the total number of participants 

recruited by Champions. At Oakwood, we know that at least 33 participants were recruited by 

Champions: this figure is based on the number of surveys completed by that group of 

participants. We also have some recruitment data from Featherstone, as outlined in Table 3.1.  
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Table 3.1: Reading Ahead Champions-related recruitment and completion,  

HMP Featherstone 

Champion Number of 
participants 

recruited 

Number of these 
participants who 

completed 

% of participants 
who completed 

A 8 1 13 
B 34 19 56 
C 13 6 46 
D 27 3 11 

Total 82 29 35 

 

As indicated in Table 3.1, Champions at Featherstone typically recruited much larger numbers 

of participants than their indicative target of six participants each: these four Champions 

recruited an average of just over 20 participants each. The completion rate (35%) for these 

participants was somewhat lower than that for all Reading Ahead participants of 44% (see Table 

4.1), including those who were not supported by Champions. This may suggest that it would be 

preferable for Champions to seek to provide high-quality support to a lower number of recruits, 

rather than striving for high recruitment numbers. However, the impacts of Covid-19 on the 

programme (and the evaluation) make it difficult to draw confident conclusions on this issue: it 

is impossible to tell how many Featherstone participants would have completed Reading Ahead 

in the absence of the pandemic. 

A key aim of the Champions initiative was to reach prisoners who would not normally 

participate in Reading Ahead. At all three case study sites, Champions worked to achieve this 

goal. At Drake Hall, for example, the primary Champion did 'a brilliant job' of helping prisoners 

understand that Reading Ahead is 'there for everyone regardless of [their] reading ability'. In 

fact, being a Champion helped this prisoner to get back into reading herself, after falling out of 

the habit. At Brinsford, prisoners on the vulnerable wing tend to self-isolate and to be afraid of 

coming to the library. Here the Champions were particularly valuable: they were able to 

provide a safe link between the library and vulnerable prisoners. 

Support provided by Champions to Reading Ahead participants 

In the prospective interviews, stakeholders expressed the hope that the Champions would not 

only be successful at recruiting Reading Ahead participants but would also be able to help these 

participants on their reading journeys, supporting programme completion for regular and 

non-regular readers alike. This would involve the Champion being a proactive link between 

prisoners and available reading material, helping 'signpost people to something that's going to 

engage them'.  

There is evidence that this hope was partially realised. As discussed in Section 4 (Programme 

impacts), some of the Reading Ahead participants at HMP Oakwood said that their Champion 

played a vital role in supporting completion. However, others said that they had little or no 
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contact with their Champion after beginning the challenge. At Drake Hall, the primary 

Champion proved invaluable in supporting Reading Ahead participants in the face of very 

limited access to the prison library. This Champion made extensive efforts to keep prisoners 

abreast of the library's opening hours, and also helped support and encourage participants to 

write their reviews.  

When interviewed in May 2020, the Library Services Advisor related the story of a Champion at 

HMP Featherstone, who had told him:   

'I've really enjoyed the chance to talk to people about books and encourage them to do 

this.... It took me so many years to get [into] reading and a lot of that encouragement 

[came] from officers, librarians and teachers and stuff.... If people had just left me alone 

and hadn't pushed me I probably wouldn't have bothered to go down the reading route.’ 

Reflecting on this story, the Library Services Advisor said: 

‘So that's how he approached Reading Champions, thinking: I’m not going to be a hassle 

to people but I'm not gonna just take no for an answer.... I'm going to at least say “You 

should give this a go, try.” [I’m going to] be really encouraging without being irritating.’   

This is ‘a difficult balance for anybody to strike’, said the Library Services Advisor, but a very 

effective one:  

‘You would have to be [made out of] granite to shut the door in his face and not think, 

“This guy genuinely wants me to do this for no one other reason than he thinks it would 

be good for me.” And that's great. Absolutely brilliant.’ 

Additional messages about implementation and delivery of the Champions initiative 

In addition to the lessons about recruiting and supporting Reading Ahead Champions and 

participants, a number of other key messages arose. These were: 

• The Champions initiative is a natural extension of the successful Reading Ahead 

programme 

• The initiative re-energised Reading Ahead for library staff as well as programme 

participants 

• Context is key to successful implementation and delivery of the initiative. 

The Champions initiative is a natural extension of a successful programme 

Reading Ahead is a successful programme which has been running in prisons for years 

(previously as the Six Book Challenge). Over this period, evidence has accumulated about the 

benefits of peer support schemes in prison (see Introduction). The Champions initiative thus 

appears to be a logical development for Reading Ahead: through the Champions pilot, prison 

library staff built on earlier years' work with Library Orderlies and other library support staff to 

empower more prisoners to recruit and support their peers' reading. Champions in turn 

developed valuable skills and confidence. Through the Champions initiative, Reading Ahead can 
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potentially extend its scope within prisons (e.g. reaching more vulnerable prisoners at 

Brinsford), bringing benefits to a broader range of inmates. These benefits include the intrinsic 

pleasures of reading, but also extend to impacts such as self-validation and public recognition. 

As the Library Services Advisor notes:  

‘Reading Champions is about the prisoners. It’s about those prisoners that can read very 

well [encouraging] other prisoners and starting [them] out on their reading journey.... 

Peer support [is] somebody taking interest in what they read and pushing them to try 

something a bit different.’ 

The Champions are not saying to their peers: ‘I'm... signing you up because the prison told me 

I've got to’, they are signing up (and supporting) their peers because they know the intrinsic and 

extrinsic rewards of reading.  

The Champions initiative re-energised Reading Ahead for prison library staff as well as prisoners 

One of the aims of the Champions pilot was to re-energise Reading Ahead. It was expected that 

the Champions initiative would provide benefits for programme participants and Champions. As 

the Library Services Advisor said:  

‘Prisoners really do relish the idea of being given back some kind of control in their  life 

and a chance to prove that they can do something that has worth and they can do it 

sensibly and they can do it well. I think Reading Champions absolutely underlined that.’ 

What was perhaps less expected were the benefits that accrued to prison library staff. As 

described in the Drake Hall case study, that prison's primary Champion proved invaluable in 

helping library staff adapt to the changes required when the library's ceiling collapsed. More 

generally, the Champions at all three case study sites gave library staff a new ‘tool’ for running 

Reading Ahead. This inevitably brought challenges: prison library staff are very busy people 

running multiple programmes throughout the year across a range of areas, and the Champions 

needed to be recruited and supported. But it also brought rewards, as outlined by the Library 

Services Advisor: 

‘It's something different [for staff,] a new angle... reinvigorating the challenge.... I know 

there are always ups and downs but I didn't speak to a single member of staff who said, 

“Oh, this is a pain, this is more difficult, there's tons of paperwork involved.” I'm always 

very conscious of that [danger but] with Reading Champions it was great.... [Library staff 

said] “That is great, that's the format we need.... And it was really simple... it was 

brilliant.’ 

Reflecting on these benefits for staff, the Library Services Advisor concluded:  

‘I think that was [one of] the greatest things for me [is] just to think, “We've got 

something here that is [really] running [well].” Every time we had a [Library] Supervisor 

meeting we always [go] around the table at the end and people are very welcome to air 
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any sort of grievance. I don't mind if they [say], “This project is a complete pain in the 

neck,” but nobody said it, it was just, “Yes, it's... going well, we're enjoying it”.’ 

Context is key to successful implementation and delivery of the Champions initiative 

As the three different case studies illustrate, context was key to successful delivery of the 

Champions initiative. In fact, context was the determinant of what ‘success’ meant. In HMP 

Stafford, where the prison population is relatively stable and long-term, and is characterised by 

a generally high interest in reading, success meant having a relatively large number and broad 

range of Champions, who were working diligently to help the prison win another gold medal for 

150 Reading Ahead completions. At the Brinsford YOI, success meant reaching out to the more 

vulnerable prisoners who traditionally had tenuous links with the library due to concerns about 

their personal safety. And at Drake Hall, success in 2019-20 meant adapting to the library access 

challenges caused by building problems, before the pandemic ended access altogether. 

Importantly, the Champions pilot was structured to support flexibility across varying contexts. 

A key message from the initiative is that any Champions guidelines provided by the Reading 

Agency should be considered indicative only. In 2019-20, library staff at the different prisons 

were encouraged to adapt the Champions programme to their unique prison contexts, and this 

should continue in any future iterations of the initiative. 
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4. Programme impacts 
This evaluation sought to collect mixed methods survey data from all Reading Ahead 

participants who were recruited into the programme by Reading Ahead Champions. We thus 

sought to collect survey data from the specific subset of Reading Ahead participants who were 

directly involved in the Champions pilot. Our survey (see Appendix) collected data on two main 

themes: 

1. First, participants were asked about their experience of Reading Ahead 2019-20 

2. Second, participants were asked about the impact of the Reading Ahead Champions 

pilot on their participation in and experience of Reading Ahead. 

As noted above, pandemic-related complications meant that we were only able to collect pilot 

survey data from participants at HMP Oakwood (33 participants) and Stafford (8 participants). 

Our discussion of the pilot’s impacts thus relies heavily on the survey data from this small 

subsample; this prevents us from drawing any firm conclusions from this data. Our discussion of 

impacts also draws on the qualitative interviews conducted as part of this evaluation. Before 

looking at the impact of the Champions initiative, however, we first summarise our findings 

about programme participants’ experiences of Reading Ahead. 

Participants’ experiences of Reading Ahead 
Table 4.1 provides the most up-to-date Reading Ahead participation and completion figures we 

were able to access. Figures were not available for HMYOI Brinsford, nor was it possible to 

discern the proportion of the starters and completers that were recruited by Champions across 

the six sites.  

Table 4.1: Reading enrolments and completions, 2019-20 

Site Enrolments Completions % completions 

Oakwood 182 62 34 
Featherstone 161 74 46 
Drake Hall 103 51 50 
Stafford 142 63 44 
Swinfen Hall 70 37 53 
Brinsford Not available Not available Not available 

Total 658 287 44 

 

It should be emphasised that due to Covid-related data access issues, these figures may not be 

accurate. It should also be noted that start and completion figures would have been higher at 

all sites had the programme not been forced to shut down early due to Covid-19. For example, 

the Library Supervisor at HMP Stafford observed that the team at that site was just starting 

their 'final push' towards achieving their target of 150 completers, but was forced to forego 

that final push with completion figure still in the 60s. This Library Supervisor also noted that 
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inmates may have been continuing to engage with Reading Ahead after we lost our ability to 

collect data on their engagement: 

‘I haven't been in Stafford [since March] because we're not allowed to... so I don't know 

how it's going... They've still got their books and they still have their reading diaries that 

they can complete, and they will have a lot more time on their hands to complete the 

challenge, but I just don't know the figures I'm afraid.’ 

At HMP Oakwood, 20 of the 33 survey respondents said that they were taking part in Reading 

Ahead for the first time, with 12 reporting that they had taken part in the programme before 

and one respondent saying he was not sure if he had done so or not. At Stafford, four of the 

eight respondents had done Reading Ahead before, four were doing it for the first time. 

To complete the Reading Ahead challenge, participants needed to read at least six books or 

other texts (such as poems, magazines or newspapers). Looking at the full tally of 41 

respondents across both prison sites, a slim majority of respondents (21) reported reading 

exactly six texts. Twelve respondents reported reading more than six texts – for example one 

said that he had read ‘almost 40 books in 9 months’ and another said that he had completed 

four reading diaries (each of which covers six texts) ‘before being told to stop’ completing 

diaries. It was unclear how many texts the remaining eight respondents had read.  

All 41 respondents reported enjoying Reading Ahead 2019-20, with 32 of these saying they 

enjoyed the programme “a lot” and nine saying they enjoyed it “a little”. When asked to 

elaborate on their experience of the programme, participants highlighted a range of benefits. 

For some respondents, Reading Ahead was a way to start developing a reading habit: 

‘I started on basic and it just took off now I read at least 2 hours a night.’ 

‘I’m not a big reader [but] doing this has made me want to read different things.’ 

For others, Reading Ahead was a tool for rekindling their love of books and other texts: 

‘I wanted to start reading again because I missed it. I really enjoyed doing the Reading 

Ahead challenge.’ 

‘I forgot how much I enjoyed reading.’ 

‘It was a good chance to get back into reading. It has encouraged me to try different 

genres and broader horizons.’ 

Other respondents were already avid readers but still enjoyed the challenge: 

‘I am a keen reader so this inspired me to read even more.’ 

‘I was already reading before the challenge but this made it more exciting.’ 

Some others emphasised the benefits they got out of reading: 
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‘I got lost in books which I really enjoyed rather than the TV.’ 

‘It helped me get my mind off everything.’ 

‘It helped me out with my creative writing and the books I read I loved.’ 

‘I enjoy reading as it is an escape from prison life, even if it’s just for a short while.’ 

‘Reading... helps so much.’ 

And some respondents highlighted particular aspects of Reading Ahead: 

‘I like the idea that you can read anything to take part in the challenge.’ 

After completing the Reading Ahead challenge, participants were asked for their perspectives 

on possible impacts of the programme. In particular, they were asked if, after doing Reading 

Ahead 2019-20, they engaged in particular activities or had certain attitudes more often than 

before, about the same amount as before, or less than before. Table 4.2 summarises the 

responses from all 41 respondents (not all respondents answered every question).  

Table 4.2: Responses to Reading Ahead participant survey, HMP Oakwood and Stafford 

(combined) 
  More than 

before 
About the 

same 
Less 
than 

before 

N % N % N 

Reading- 
related 
activities 

I read for pleasure  18 44 23 56 0 

I borrow books from the library 21 51 20 49 0 

I talk about reading or books with other people 19 46 22 54 0 

I read with children/family* 7 21 26 76 1 

Reading- 
related 
attitudes 

I enjoy reading 18 44 23 56 0 

I feel confident about reading 16 39 25 61 0 

I feel I have good reading skills 16 39 25 61 0 

Other I feel confident trying new things (like taking a 
course, work experience, resettlement) 

 
18 

 
44 

 
23 

 
56 

 
0 

I feel connected to other people 16 41 23 59 0 

Total  149 41 210 58 1 

*Note: Six respondents said that this question about family was not applicable to them. It is likely that this question 

was also not applicable to several other respondents, and that these respondents therefore chose ‘About the same’ 

as their answer. 

As Table 4.2 illustrates, in most categories roughly 40-50% of the respondents felt that Reading 

Ahead had led to positive changes. Responses were more positive at Oakwood, where fewer 

participants were already long-term readers (as compared to Stafford). For example, 52% of 

Oakwood respondents said they now read for pleasure more often, compared to only 13% of 

Stafford respondents. Figures were less disparate with regard to borrowing books and talking 

about reading or books: at both sites, roughly half the respondents said they now did these 

activities more often, with the remaining half saying they did them with ‘About the same’ 

frequency as before.   
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Looking at reading-related attitudes, 52% of Oakwood participants said that they enjoyed 

reading more than before participating in the programme and 48% said they now felt more 

confident about reading. At Stafford, 88% of respondents said that they enjoyed reading ‘About 

the same’ and all eight said that their confidence in reading was about the same. Just under half 

(46%) of Oakwood respondents felt that their reading skills had improved, whereas almost all 

Stafford respondents (88%) felt that their skills were about the same. Forty-eight percent of 

Oakwood respondents now felt more confident about trying new things, compared to only 25% 

at Stafford. 

These starkly different responses at the two different prisons highlight key contextual 

differences: as noted above, prisoners at Stafford are more likely to be long-term committed 

readers, and thus less likely to experience changes in their attitudes to reading as the result of 

Reading Ahead. However, Stafford prisoners were still highly complimentary about the 

programme, observing (for example) that it ‘Provides an added incentive to read’ and ‘Has got 

me talking about the books I’ve read’. 

As noted below Table 4.2, answers to the question about reading with children/family are open 

to a range of interpretations – for example, some respondents may not have children they can 

read to. However, one respondent was very clear on this issue: 

‘I read to my children more. I have learnt different things about reading. It’s not boring, 

it’s good for the mind. My children appreciate me more as well.’ 

Though our sample size is too small to draw firm conclusions, it appears that first-time 

participants in Reading Ahead were particularly likely to say that the programme had positive 

impacts. It is likely that respondents who had participated in the programme previously were 

already regular readers and were thus less likely to experience changes in their reading-related 

skills and attitudes through participation in Reading Ahead 2019-20. (This hypothesis is 

supported by the limited Stafford data.) For example, one respondent who had previously 

participated in Reading Ahead said that the 2019-20 programme ‘Has not made any real 

difference in my reading, as I already enjoyed reading whenever I could.’ However, this 

respondent added that he ‘Did enjoy taking part’ in the programme, as it gave him a structured 

activity to engage in. 

To accompany the quantitative data, we also asked respondents to tell us “What difference 

taking part in Reading Ahead has made to you”. Responses covered a broad range of areas 

including but not limited to the activities and attitudes summarised in Table 4.2. Several 

respondents said that they appreciated the fact that the programme encouraged them to 

reflect on what they were reading: 

‘It gave me more motivation to read and I found I was reading more than I had 

previously. I also tried books which I would not normally consider. It was nice to take the 

time to reflect and review books too.’ 
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‘Reading Ahead makes me give more thought than I usually would to what I have read 

as ... I am required to reflect on what I have read in order to give it a write-up.’ 

‘I have always read a lot, but doing this made me think about what I was reading and 

how it made me feel.’ 

Several respondents emphasised the positive impacts of the programme on their reading skills 

and/or confidence: 

‘Made me feel confident in reading.’ 

‘It was important because it gives me the confidence to read a lot from now on.’ 

‘It has improved my reading skills [and] reduced my stress and anxiety levels whilst in 

prison.’ 

‘Taking part in this has made me more confident about reading and books.’ 

‘More happy and confident about reading and finding out new ideas people write 

about.’ 

Some respondents highlighted the positive impacts of Reading Ahead on other aspects of their 

lives. For example, one participant said, ‘I wasn’t sure about trying new things whereas now I 

am confident to jump in.’ Another said that Reading Ahead had ‘focused me on reading again’ 

and that, since completing the programme, ‘I have started two Level 3 courses... because of it.’ 

Participants’ perspectives on the Reading Ahead Champions initiative  
Respondents were asked about the role that the Champions played in helping them to get 

started with Reading Ahead and in helping them to complete the challenge. Here we only 

provide data from Oakwood, as only one of the Stafford responses appears to have come from 

a participant who had been recruited into Reading Ahead by a Champion. The Oakwood 

responses are summarised in Table 4.3.  

Table 4.3: Reading Ahead participants’ perspectives on the role of the Champions, HMP 

Oakwood 
 Very important  Kind of important  Not important  

at all  

 N % N % N % 

Importance of the Reading Ahead 
Champion in helping the participant start 
Reading Ahead 

 
16 

 
48 

 

 
6 

 
18 

 
11 

 
33 

Importance of the Champion in helping 
the participant complete Reading Ahead 
 

 
6 

 
18 

 
10 

 
30 

 
17 

 
52 

 

 

As noted above, our sample size is far too small to draw firm conclusions. It is also not advisable 

to generalise from Oakwood to other prisons. In Oakwood itself, however, we can see that 
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respondents were more likely to feel that the Champion was very important in getting them 

started with Reading Ahead, but less likely to feel that the Champion played a key role in then 

helping them to complete the challenge.  

Getting started with Reading Ahead 

Participants cited a number of ways in which the Champion was “very important” in helping 

them get started. These ranged from ‘help[ing] you understand what reading is all about’, to 

selling potential participants on the programme – ‘They convinced [me] how good it was and 

what you can receive at the end’ – to facilitating access to books: ‘They helped me get the books 

I wanted to read.’ 

For respondents who said that the pilot was “kind of important” in helping them get started, 

the Champion seemed to help tip the balance towards participation: ‘I like to read, he just 

nudged me along.’ The responses of some participants in this category highlight the importance 

of having multiple, interlinked strategies for reaching out to potential participants. For example, 

whereas one respondent said that ‘I had seen the promotional material already and was going 

to sign up because it interested me’, and another said ‘The poster caught my eye’, a third had 

not heard of the programme before being approached by a Champion: ‘I did not know about it 

before.’ Another respondent said: ‘I might not have found out about it without [the Champion].’ 

Respondents who said that the Champion did not play an important role in their participation 

said they ‘already read a lot’ and were thus familiar with the programme.  

Completing Reading Ahead 

For the majority of Oakwood respondents, the Champions did not appear to play a central role 

in helping participants to complete the challenge. ‘I did not speak to the champion after being 

signed up,’ reported one respondent. Another said: ‘I did not require any interaction after I 

started it and completed my first run-through very quickly.’  

For the 30% of respondents who said that the Champion was “kind of important” in helping 

them complete Reading Ahead, ongoing support from the Champion appeared to be helpful in 

achieving completion, with one respondent observing that ‘He encouraged me’ and another 

saying: ‘I doubt I would have read as many books as I have... They gave me a push and 

motivation when I started to flag.’ Similar sentiments were expressed by respondents who cited 

the Champion as “very important” in helping them complete the challenge, as illustrated in the 

following two responses:  

‘They always asked how I was doing and offered support.’ 

‘They made me feel like I really wanted to complete the challenge every time I was in the 

library. Really supportive.’ 

Becoming a Reading Ahead Champion  

Respondents were also asked if they would consider becoming Reading Ahead Champions 

themselves in the future. Here we draw on data from both prisons. Across both sites, a total of 
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11 inmates said that they would definitely like to become a Champion themselves, 15 said that 

they might be willing to do so, and 14 said that they would not be willing to do so.  

Respondents’ reasons varied. For example, amongst the rationales for wanting to become a 

Reading Ahead Champion were: ‘So I can help others too’, ‘I would love to help more people 

become more confident in reading’, and ‘I would like to encourage others to read’. 

Those who said they might be willing to become a Reading Ahead Champion expressed a range 

of thoughts about this possibility. For example, one respondent weighed up his enthusiasm for 

the programme against his introversion: ‘I do enjoy reading and feel that others would benefit 

from reading, but after 10 ½ years inside I’m not the most sociable of people.’  Another said ‘If I 

can manage the time required, then I would be open to doing it.’ Two respondents said they 

might be willing to become a Champion, but emphasised that they did not see reading as a 

social activity:  

‘I like to read in private mainly.’ 

‘I only read for myself.’ 

These two responses suggest that future efforts at recruiting Champions should emphasise that 

the role centres around recruitment and support rather than activities such as group reading. 

The reasons for definitely not wanting to become a Champion included a lack of faith in one’s 

abilities – ‘I’ve not got any confidence [and I have] memory problems’ and more positive 

reasons: ‘I’ve not got long left in jail’. The most common reason for not wanting to become a 

Champion was a lack of time: ‘I have too many other commitments’, noted one respondent. 

Another provided more detail: ‘I am already quite busy being a mentor in education and a 

Shannon Trust mentor’. 

The experience of being a Reading Ahead Champion 
As discussed in the Methods section, the pandemic made it impossible to distribute the 

planned surveys to the Reading Ahead Champions; nor was it possible to conduct the planned 

focus groups with them. The findings in this section thus rely primarily on staff members' 

reflections on how Champions themselves were impacted by the role. We are also able to draw 

on a very small amount of participant survey data submitted by two Champions who completed 

Reading Ahead participant surveys. These two Champions said: 

‘I enjoyed encouraging people to join the challenge this year, and would be happy to do 

so again.’  

‘It was good to discuss books and reading with others. I have… found being a Reading 

Ahead Champion a good challenge.’  
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At Drake Hall (and as noted in Section 3), the Library Supervisor reported that their Champion 

benefited hugely from the role. This Champion was working as a Library Orderly and was thus a 

natural choice as a Champion. However, as the Library Supervisor notes:  

'She was actually quite timid and [had] got out of the [habit of] reading even though she 

had been a reader years ago. She [hadn't] picked a book for a long time.' 

Being a Champion helped the Orderly develop her confidence and initiative, and also rekindled 

her reading habit.  

Key messages regarding the impact of the Champions initiative 

Given the limited data available to us, it is difficult to confidently draw robust conclusions about 

the impacts of the Champions initiative. Our conclusions are thus tentative.  

In general, it appears that the Champions were largely successful in their role. While they do 

not seem to have provided ongoing support to all of the participants they recruited, it is likely 

that at least some of these participants did not require such support and were instead willing 

and able to complete Reading Ahead on their own. However, it would be useful in future 

studies to investigate this issue more deeply in order to ascertain the degree to which 

participants' need for support was matched by Champions' ability to provide it. Based on the 

limited data available in the current evaluation, it does appear that at least some participants 

benefited from the support provided by Champions. It is also apparent that the Champions 

recruited some participants who would not have otherwise enrolled in Reading Ahead. 

Our conclusions from the survey data are supported by the case studies and our interviews. The 

Library Supervisors at all three case study sites highlighted the positive impacts that Champions 

had on prisoners and on the smooth running of Reading Ahead. These reports were 

corroborated by Staffordshire's Prison Library Services Advisor. 
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5. Conclusion 

This evaluation had three overarching aims: 

1. Investigate programme implementation and delivery across the different contexts of the 
Reading Ahead Champions pilot sites 

2. Assess the impacts of the Champions initiative in extending the reach and effectiveness 
of Reading Ahead within the pilot prisons 

3. Provide conclusions and recommendations about the potential impact of the Champions 
model on Reading Ahead in other prisons. 
 

2019-20 was a uniquely difficult year to pilot and evaluate the Champions initiative. Reading 

Ahead Champions was scheduled to run for six months (November 2019-May 2020), with 

expectations that a significant proportion of programme participants would complete Reading 

Ahead in the final months of the initiative. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, however, Reading 

Ahead (and the Champions pilot) was forced to stop in pilot sites in March 2020. This early 

closure likely had a large negative impact on programme completions, and had negative 

repercussions for data collection in the evaluation. Much of the planned data collection with 

Reading Ahead participants and Champions themselves proved impossible due to the inability 

of prison library staff to access the prison sites after March. The evaluation was thus redesigned 

in order to focus more on site-specific case studies as opposed to broadscale quantitative data 

collection. 

There were inevitable data limitations associated with this redesign – in particular, it was not 

possible to accurately assess the impact of the Champions initiative on Reading Ahead 

enrolments and completions. Nor was it possible to collect rich data from Champions 

themselves in order to explore their perspectives on and experiences of the role. It was, 

however, possible to garner insights into strengths, weaknesses, challenges and successes of 

the pilot's implementation across three distinct types of prison sites: a women's prison (HMP 

Drake Hall), an institution serving primarily young offenders (HMP & YOI Brinsford), and a 

sexual offenders' prison (HMP Stafford). These different sites offered unique implementation 

challenges. These challenges, in turn, had implications for the pilot's impact at each of the three 

sites. In this concluding section, we first summarise key messages regarding programme 

implementation and delivery, focusing both on site-specific lessons and on more general 

messages growing out of the pilot. We then summarise key messages regarding the impact of 

the Champion's initiative. We conclude by providing recommendations for future steps – noting 

that, due to the unique challenges caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, our recommendations are 

necessarily more tentative than they would be in a more typical year. 
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Programme implementation and delivery  

Recruitment of Reading Ahead Champions by prison staff 

A key lesson from across the three case study sites was that recruitment of Champions is 

necessarily shaped by the specific context of each prison. The Reading Agency provided all pilot 

prisons with an indicative guideline suggesting potential recruitment of six Champions per 

prison, but emphasised that prison staff should use their own judgement and should recruit the 

number of Champions that seemed appropriate for their own site. In practice, the three case 

study sites recruited widely varying numbers of Champions: 10 at Stafford, two at Brinsford and 

effectively only one at Drake Hall. These different recruitment figures do not represent a 

weakness of the Champions initiative but rather a strength: library staff recruited the 

appropriate number of Champions for each prison's unique population and needs. 

Support provided to Champions by prison staff 

Prison library staff provided Champions with three primary forms of support: (1) regular team 

meetings; (2) informal feedback and praise; and (3) tangible incentives such as positive 

behaviour points on the prisoners' records. Depending on the needs of the Champions, the 

scheduling of regular meetings ranged from monthly at Stafford to weekly at Brinsford. As with 

recruitment of Champions, differences in meeting schedules were driven by differences in the 

prison populations: whereas Stafford's Champions were typically more mature and self-

directed, the young offenders at Brinsford needed more regular support in order to maintain 

impetus and focus.  

There were indications that frequent informal feedback was particularly helpful for Champions. 

It was easier for prison library staff to provide this form of support to prisoners who they saw 

regularly, e.g. Library Orderlies. 

Recruitment of Reading Ahead participants by Champions 

The Reading Agency pilot guidelines suggested that Champions recruit an average of six 

Reading Ahead participants each. As with the Reading Agency guidelines on the number of 

Champions per prison, this was an indicative suggestion only: it was recommended that prisons 

be flexible in their approach. In practice there proved to be a high degree of variation in 

Champions' recruitment of Reading Ahead participants, with some Champions recruiting 30+ 

and others recruiting as few as three.  

Because of the early shutdown of Reading Ahead, it was not possible to accurately assess the 

degree to which enrolments were converted to completions; thus it is not possible to 

determine whether Champions who recruited large numbers of participants also produced 

large numbers of completions. There were, however, good indications that the Reading 

Agency's flexible guidelines regarding participant recruitment were a strength of the pilot. It 

appeared that, in the absence of pressure to recruit specific numbers of participants, 

Champions experienced greater agency and autonomy, and were free to make the role their 

own: "natural salesmen" could use their charisma and energy to recruit high numbers of 
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participants, while less outgoing Champions could also feel that they were making a valuable 

contribution, even if they recruited only a handful of participants. There were indications from 

the case studies that support and feedback by prison library staff played an important role in 

this process: library staff emphasised to Champions that there was no single “ideal” way to 

enact the role, and that the quality of the Champions' experience mattered more than the 

quantity of participants recruited.  

There were also positive indications that Champions were successful in recruiting more 

reluctant readers across the prison sites. 

Support provided by Champions to Reading Ahead participants 

Regarding the support provided by champions to Reading Ahead participants, the evidence is 

mixed and limited. Data collection challenges meant that it was difficult to explore this issue in 

detail. However, survey results from HMP Oakwood indicate that a number of Reading Ahead 

participants did benefit from the ongoing support provided by Champions. Future evaluations 

should address the question of whether Champions who recruit large number of participants 

are able to provide those participants with sufficient support to complete Reading Ahead. 

Additional conclusions regarding programme implementation and delivery 

Within the context of limitations caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, the Champions initiative 

fulfilled most of the hopes expressed for the pilot prior to its launch. Implementation and 

delivery of the initiative can be considered a success. Key to this success was the flexibility of 

the Champions pilot: each of the three case study prisons was able to adapt the initiative to 

their own unique needs. 

Programme impacts 
Data limitations mean that our conclusions about the impact of the Champions initiative are 

tentative. In general, it appears that many Champions benefitted from the new role, and that 

these benefits extended to other prisoners, both in terms of recruitment onto Reading Ahead 

and in terms of completion. These benefits appear to have extended to "reluctant reader" 

prisoners, who are typically less likely to participate in Reading Ahead. 

Our findings about the benefits of the Champions pilot to prison library staff are less tentative. 

There is strong evidence that the Champions helped facilitate the smooth running of Reading 

Ahead and helped to re-energise this long-running programme for library staff. The benefits to 

library staff appear to substantially outweigh the efforts required by staff members to recruit 

and support Champions. 

Recommendations 
The Champions initiative is a natural and logical extension of the successful and long-running 

Reading Ahead programme. Reading Ahead seeks to empower prisoners through participation 

in reading activities; the Champions initiative pursues the same aim, and does so by harnessing 

the strengths of peer support. Prison library staff support Champions, who in turn are able to 
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provide direct support to other prisoners. Champions are thus able to help other prisoners 

while helping themselves and library staff. Importantly, prisons are encouraged to use the 

Champions initiative flexibly, adopting the initiative to the unique needs of their specific 

context. 

We strongly recommend that the Champions initiative be incorporated into future iterations 

of Reading Ahead.  

Due to the challenges associated with evaluating the 2019-20 Champions pilot, we also 

recommend a full evaluation of the next implementation of the Champions initiative, with a 

particular focus on assessing the Champions’ impact on recruitment and support of Reading 

Ahead participants.  
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Appendix: Data collection instruments 
A number of instruments were developed for this evaluation, as follows.  

Qualitative instruments: 

• Semi-structured schedules for conducting prospective hopes/fears/expectations 

interviews with Staffordshire's Library Services Prison Advisor and The Reading Agency's 

Programme Manager for Reading Ahead in prisons 

• A semi-structured schedule for retrospective interviews with Library Supervisors 

• A semi-structured schedule for conducting a retrospective interview with the Library 

Services Prison Advisor. 

Quantitative instruments: 

• Modified mixed methods Reading Ahead participants survey 

• Mixed methods Reading Ahead Champions survey. 

This appendix includes copies of all these instruments. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the 

mixed methods Champions survey went unused. 

 

1. PROSPECTIVE QUESTIONS AT START OF PILOT (NOVEMBER 

2019) 

Introduction 
At the start of the pilot, these questions will be asked to: 

1. The Prison Library Service Adviser (Alan Smith) 
2. The Reading Agency’s Programme Manager for Reading Ahead in prisons (Genevieve 

Clarke) 
3. Possibly to a small number of Prison Librarians and/or Library Supervisors 

Questions 
4. Imagine the best-case scenario, in terms of how this pilot goes. Tell me about your 

hopes and ambitions for how it will go, and the potential impacts on Reading Ahead 
participants, Champions, and the broader prison environment. For example, what might 
be achieved under propitious circumstances, e.g. a prison environment that is 
particularly supportive of this programme. Please be realistic, but also optimistic.  
 

5. Now imagine the worst-case scenario, i.e. with lots of things going wrong with the pilot. 
What could go wrong, why, and in what ways? Are there any things you’re worried 
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about?  
 

6. On most programmes, expectations fall somewhere between the best-case and worst-
case scenarios. And of course, expectations may differ across different sites. Now tell 
me about your expectations for how the pilot will go – i.e. if you had to bet on what’s 
going to happen and how the pilot will go: challenges, successes, outcomes and impacts.  

 

2. PRISON LIBRARIANS AND/OR SUPERVISORS  
Coronavirus break interview: April 2019 

Your role, your prison, its library service, and the current 

situation 
1. Who are you, what do you do (what is your role), and in what prison? 

 

2. Tell me a bit about the prison and its population, and any implications of this for your 

job. 

 

3. Can you tell me a bit about the library service in your prison?  

 

4. Tell me about the current prison situation with regard to coronavirus. 

 

Reading Ahead in your prison  
5. Later I will ask you about the Reading Ahead Champions pilot, but first can you tell me 

about Reading Ahead in your prison? E.g.  

a. how long have you been running it 

b. how does it function in practice, e.g. what people/roles are involved in in what 

ways – how do you support RA? 

c. how has it gone, how has the uptake been 

d. what have been the challenges and successes?  

 

6. What other reading/education programmes do you have and how do they fit together 

and/or clash with one another? 

 

Reading Ahead Champions  
7. Can you tell me about Reading Ahead Champions? How has it gone?  
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8. Can you tell me about how you implemented the pilot?  

a. Who have been the key people/roles in implementing and running it, particularly 

with regard to supporting Champions? What is your role in this process? How 

much if any workload does it add to Reading Ahead?  

b. Is there anything you would change about the implementation, structure or 

management of RAC in your prison? 

 

Focus on the Champions and their impact 
9. How are/were the Champions recruited/selected? How has this process gone? 

a. Here and for other questions: Is there anything you would change about this 

process? 

 

10. Can you walk me through what the Champions do and how they do it at your prison? 

a. Recruitment of participants, support provided to participants 

b. Here and for other questions: Encourage stories of specific individuals 

 

11. What impacts have the Champions had on Reading Ahead in general and participants in 

particular, e.g. with regard to participation and completion? 

a. Encourage stories of specific RA participants  

b. Have the Champions had impacts beyond Reading Ahead? 

 

12. What have the Champions themselves thought/said about the initiative? 

 

13. Can you share stories of any particular successes or triumphs, and their impacts?  

 

14. What about any particular challenges or barriers for the Champions and/or participants, 

and how these were addressed, or were unable to be addressed? 

a. E.g. challenges with regard to recruiting participants, being supported by prison 

staff, et cetera 

Data collection 
15. How has data collection gone at your prison? Can you walk me through the data 

collection process and what has gone well and not so well? 

 

Reflecting on the pilot 
16. Thinking back to when you first heard about the pilot but before it began, can you tell 

me your “best case scenario” hopes and ambitions for how it would go, its potential 

impacts et cetera? E.g. if everything went as well as could reasonably be expected. To 
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what degree has this happened?  

 

17. What about your realistic “worst-case scenario”, i.e. what had the potential to go wrong 

with the pilot, why, and in what ways? To what degree has this happened? 

 

18. Are there any things that you would/will change in the future or wish you had known six 

months ago?  

 

19. What are the key lessons you have learned or messages you have for other prisons 

thinking about this programme? 

 

20. Is there anything else you’d like to add? E.g. Do you want to add anything else about 

how RAC has gone? 
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3. PRISON LIBRARY SERVICE ADVISOR INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Coronavirus break interview: May 2019 

Your role, your prison, its library service, and the current 

situation 
1. Tell me about the current prison situation with regard to coronavirus, and how it has 

impacted Reading Ahead and the Champions pilot. 

a. What are the plans going forward for the rest of the programme/pilot? 

Reading Ahead Champions  
2. Can you tell me about Reading Ahead Champions? How has it gone?  

 

3. Thinking back to your best-case and worst-case scenarios, to what degrees and in what 

ways have elements of those been realised and why? 

Focus on the Champions and their impact 
4. How has the Champions recruitment process gone? 

a. Here and for other questions: Is there anything you would change about this 

process? 

 

5. Can you walk me through what the Champions were doing? 

a. Recruitment of participants, support provided to participants 

b. Here and for other questions: Encourage stories of specific individuals 

 

6. What impacts have the Champions had on Reading Ahead in general and participants in 

particular, e.g. with regard to participation and completion? 

a. Encourage stories of specific RA participants  

b. Have the Champions had impacts beyond Reading Ahead? 

 

7. What have the Champions themselves thought/said about the initiative? 

 

8. Can you share stories of any particular successes or triumphs, and their impacts?  

 

9. What about any particular challenges or barriers for the Champions and/or participants, 

and how these were addressed, or were unable to be addressed? 

a. E.g. challenges with regard to recruiting participants, being supported by prison 

staff, et cetera 
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Data collection 
10. How has data collection gone? Can you walk me through the data collection process and 

what has gone well and not so well? 

Reflecting on the pilot 
11. Are there any things that you will change in the future or wish you had known 6 months 

ago?  

 

12. What are the key lessons you have learned or messages you have for other prisons 

thinking about this programme? 

 

13. Is there anything else you’d like to add? E.g. Do you want to add anything else about 

how RAC has gone? 
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4. READING AHEAD CHAMPIONS FOCUS GROUP TOPIC GUIDE 

Notes for interviewer 
• It is not necessary that questions be asked exactly as they are written. The key is that the 

questions get answered.  

• When conducting the focus groups, please encourage the Champions to tell stories that 

illustrate or exemplify what they are talking about. E.g. if a Champion says that they were 

really important in helping people enrol in Reading Ahead, ask them for an example of how 

they were important for a specific person. Stories can be very useful in illustrating complex 

processes. I would strongly encourage the minuter to capture as much from these stories as 

possible. 

General questions 
1. Tell me about how and why you became a Reading Ahead Champion?  

a. Are you glad you did? Why or why not?  

 

2. What have you liked / disliked about being a Champion?  

 

3. How (if at all) did you benefit from being a Champion – what did you get out of it?  

 

4. How did the other prisoners benefit – the ones you recruited? What did they get out of 

Reading Ahead?  

 

5. Thinking back on your time as a Reading Ahead Champion, what do you think makes a 

good Champion?  

Being a Champion 
6. What were the main challenges you faced in being a good Champion and helping 

programme participants?  

 

7. What would you say to people thinking of becoming a Champion? Would you 

recommend it or not? Why?  

 

8. If you could change anything about Reading Ahead in general or the role of Champion in 

particular, what would it be? For example, what would make the programme work 

better? (Answers could be about the role, the programme, the support they receive, etc. 

And answers can be about things that the Reading Agency can’t change, e.g. the prison 

environment.) 
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Recruitment and support provided by Champions 
9. Tell me about what you did to recruit people. 

a. How hard / easy was it to recruit people into Reading Ahead? 

b. How important were you in helping people register for Reading Ahead?  

 

10. Did you target your recruitment in any way? E.g. by trying to recruit people you thought 

would benefit most? 

c. Did you try to recruit the people who you thought would be easiest to recruit?  

 

11. Tell me about what you did to help people complete Reading Ahead. 

d. How important were you in helping people complete Reading Ahead? 

e. What were the most important things you did to help people enrol and finish?  

Support provided to Champions 
12. How much support did you get to help you be a good Champion, and how useful was it? 

 

13. What sort of support did you receive? (Alan, first we should just ask what support they 

recall receiving, as this helps us understand what stood out in their minds. Then we can 

prompt them, give reminders, etc.). Prompts:  

a. Written support, e.g. guidelines provided by TRA: how helpful were they?  

b. Support from librarians, librarian orderlies, any other staff 

 

14. Did your prison hold review meetings to help support you? How many? Were they 

useful?  

 

15. How could the support you received as a Champion be improved?  

 

Collecting data 
16. Can you explain how you collected data about participants (e.g. how many books they 

read), and what you did with that data after you got it? 

a. Did the process work well? Did you get enough support? What could have been 

improved about the process? 

 

17. How many of the people you supported filled in the Reading Ahead survey?  

b. Did you help any of them fill it in? If so, what sorts of help did they need? 

 

18. Did you fill in this survey? What did you think about it? 
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5. READING AHEAD PARTICIPANT SURVEY 
Share your Reading Ahead story 

 

We hope you have enjoyed taking part in Reading Ahead 2019-20. Please tell us about your 

Reading Ahead experience by answering the quick and easy questions below. 

 

The results of this survey will be published on our website in September 2020. We may use 

extracts from your comments on our website or for the media, but all individual responses and 

comments will be kept anonymous. Your answers will help us show the value of Reading Ahead 

and make the programme even better for future years. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to give us this feedback, and happy reading! w 

 
1. Have you taken part in Reading Ahead before?  

 

  Yes, more than once  

  Yes, once before 

  No 

  Not sure 

 
 

2. Have you enjoyed taking part in Reading Ahead 2019-20?  

 

  Yes, a lot 

  Yes, a little 

  Not sure 

  No  

 

Please say why you chose this answer.  

 

 
 

3. How many books or other pieces of text have you read as part of Reading Ahead (for example, 
poems, magazines, newspapers, blogs)? Please write the number below. 
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We’d like to find out how much change you experienced as a result of taking part in 

Reading Ahead. The next two questions ask you about these changes. 

1. BECAUSE OF TAKING PART IN READING AHEAD... 

 More than 
before 

About the 
same 

Less than 
before 

 
I enjoy reading  
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
I feel confident about reading  

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
I feel I have good reading skills 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

I feel confident trying new things (like 
taking a course, work experience, 
resettlement) 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
I feel connected to other people 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

2. BECAUSE OF TAKING PART IN READING AHEAD... 

 More than 
before 

About the 
same 

Less than 
before 

I read for pleasure (includes reading books, 
magazines, blogs, newspapers and online) 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
I borrow books from the library 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

I talk about reading or books with other people 
(friends, family, staff) 
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I read with children/family 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

3. Please tell us what difference taking part in Reading Ahead has made to you. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Reading Ahead Champion  

 

Please read the following sentences and choose the best answer for you. 

 

1. How important was the Reading Ahead Champion in helping you start Reading Ahead? 

Choose one of the following answers. 

 

  Very important (I would not have started it without them) 

  Kind of important (I might have started without them) 

  Not important at all (I would have started anyway) 

 

Please say why you chose this answer.  

 

 

2. How important was the Reading Ahead Champion in helping you complete Reading 

Ahead? Choose one of the following answers. 

 

  Not important at all (I would have completed it anyway) 

  Kind of important (I might have completed it without them) 

  Very important (I could not have completed it without them) 
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Please say why you chose this answer.  

 

 

3. Would you like to become a Reading Ahead Champion yourself? Choose one of the 

following answers. 

 

  Yes, definitely 

  Maybe 

  No 

 

Please say why you chose this answer.  

 

 

About You 

 

We’d like to know about a bit more about you. The following questions will help us to 

understand more about the people who take part in Reading Ahead, but you don’t need to 

provide this information if you don’t want to. 

 

Your answers will be kept anonymous and held safe and confidential. 

 

 

What is the name of the organisation you are taking part in Reading Ahead with? 
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What is your age? 

 

  16–19     45–64 

  20–24     65–74 

  25–44     75+ 

 

 

How would you currently describe your gender? 

  Male  

  Female 

  Prefer not to say 

  Prefer to self-describe (please write below) 

 

 

 

What is your ethnic group? 

 

  White British     Mixed or dual heritage*  

  Asian or British Asian   Other ethnic group* 

  Black or Black British   Prefer not to say 

  Chinese 

 

 

*If you have ticked ‘Mixed or dual heritage’ or ‘Other 
ethnic group’, please give details: 
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6. READING AHEAD CHAMPIONS SURVEY 

Reading Ahead Champions survey 

Thank you for being a Reading Ahead Champion – we really appreciate what you’ve done.  

We would be very grateful if you could complete this short survey. Some of the questions 

are similar to those you may have already been asked, but it is very helpful if we can get 

your answers in writing. This will help us to improve Reading Ahead, and hopefully spread 

it to more people.  

Thank you again for your time! 

 
 

1. Please tick one of the boxes below to show how much you agree or disagree with 

the following statement (in bold): 

It was easy to recruit people to participate in Reading Ahead. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please say why you chose this answer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Strongly agree Agree Neither agree 
nor disagree 

(neutral) 

Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
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2. How important do you think you were in helping people register for Reading 

Ahead? Choose one of the following answers. 

  Very important 

  Kind of important 

  Not important at all 

 

Please say why you chose this answer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

3. How important were you in helping people complete Reading Ahead? Choose one 

of the following answers. 

  Very important 

  Kind of important 

  Not important at all 

 

Please say why you chose this answer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

4. Being a Reading Ahead Champion can be a challenging job. Do you think you got 

enough support to help you do this job well? (For example, from librarians or other 

staff) 
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  Yes 

  No 

 

Please say why you chose this answer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

5. On a scale of 1-10, how would you rate your experience of being a Reading Ahead 

Champion? (With 1 being ‘I hated it’ and 10 being ‘I loved it’). Write your answer on 

the line below.  

______________  

 

Please say why you chose this answer.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

6. In which prison were you a Reading Ahead Champion? Write your answer on the 

line below.  

 

___________________________________________________  

 

Thank you!  
 


