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The Words for Life project was funded by the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and coordinated 
by Genevieve Clarke and Michelle Treagust at The Reading Agency.  Action research was 
undertaken by library staff, tutors and learners in Essex, Warrington and at HMP Birmingham 
and the evaluation was carried out by the National Research and Development Centre for 
Adult Literacy and Numeracy.   
 
We have also published a resource pack of case studies and ideas for engaging adults with 
low literacy in reading for pleasure (see www.readingagency.org.uk) and expanded our 
database of recommended reading material for this audience (see 
www.readingagency.org.uk/findaread).    
 
Please contact genevieve.clarke@readingagency.org.uk if you would like any further 
information about this report or The Reading Agency’s work to support adults with low 
literacy.  
 
 
  

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/
http://www.readingagency.org.uk/findaread
mailto:genevieve.clarke@readingagency.org.uk


   

3 

 

Introduction 
 
“‟Beginning‟ readers are, in essence, no different from emergent readers or any other 
readers. They want interesting, attractive materials with an appropriate balance of 
accessibility and challenge.” 
Evaluation of Words for Life project by the National Research and Development Centre for 
Adult Literacy and Numeracy 
 
The Reading Agency is an independent charity founded in 2002.  Our mission is to inspire 
more people to read more in the belief that reading can have a profound effect on people’s 
life chances.  We run national programmes for audiences of all ages and abilities including 
adults and young people who struggle with reading. We work closely with the public library 
service and also with schools, adult education, colleges, prisons and workplaces and we link 
libraries to national partners such as broadcasters, publishers and businesses.  

 
Our work to date in support of adult literacy has focused mainly on ‘emergent’ readers at 
Skills for Life Entry Level 3/Level 1. These are usually adults who can read but who need 
encouragement to develop an enjoyment of reading in order to support their skills 
acquisition. We have built public libraries’ capacity to cater for this audience by developing a 
quality framework to support their links with local learning providers. We have introduced 
national programmes such as the Six Book Challenge (www.sixbookchallenge.org.uk) to 
energise this work.  And we have created underpinning tools such as the unique Find a 
Read database of recommended reads for emergent readers 
(www.readingagency.org.uk/findaread) and resources to support use of titles such as the 
Quick Reads (www.readingagency.org.uk)  
 
The common thread through all this work is the drive to integrate reading for pleasure into 
practitioners’ work with people who struggle with reading and writing. This is based on 
research that tells us that creative reading activity with this audience, supported by libraries, 
can change people’s attitudes to reading, motivating them to read and learn more while at 
the same time helping them to improve their skills.  
 
Contact with practitioners in the library and learning and skills sectors over several years has 
indicated a real gap in terms of reading materials and expertise for the use of reading for 
pleasure with people at the lowest level of literacy – pre-Entry and Entry Level learners. This 
is despite this audience having most to gain from literacy provision.  
 
With funding from the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation for the Words for Life project, we have 
been able to adapt lessons learnt through our previous work in order to pilot activity with this 
largely neglected audience. We wanted to kickstart new thinking about policy and practice in 
engaging and support adults at the lowest level of literacy.   
 
Our aim has been to identify a sustainable model for injecting new approaches and new 
materials into regular teaching practice with the support of libraries. We have investigated 
the potential impact of: 

¶ partnership working between tutors and library staff to broaden the horizons of 
practitioners and learners to encompass the widest possible range of stimulating 
materials and delivery approaches; 

¶ new creative techniques which bring reading materials to life for learners; 

¶ working with tutors, learners, library staff and publishers to identify and share new 
approaches and new materials, printed and online. 

 

http://www.sixbookchallenge.org.uk/
http://www.readingagency.org.uk/findaread
http://www.readingagency.org.uk/
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We worked with three widely contrasting library and learning partnerships (see below) and 
with the National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy 
(NRDC) to achieve this work: 

-  Essex County Council Libraries with Adult Community Learning 

-  Birmingham City Council Libraries and Archives with HMP Birmingham and 
Manchester College 

-  Warrington Borough Council Library Service with Priestley College 
 
This activity involved: 

¶ action research by library and literacy practitioners in each location to explore how 
existing practice could include more creativity ranging from the use of ‘book boxes’ to 
library quizzes and a communally written poem; 

¶ developing and implementing an appropriate evaluation methodology to capture the 
impact on learners and practitioners; 

¶ integrating reader recommendations for Entry Level learners into the expanded Find 
a Read database at www.readingagency.org.uk/findaread;  

¶ disseminating the evaluation findings to policymakers, researchers and practitioners. 
 

Main recommendations drawn from the NRDC’s report 
 
Literacy tutors should consider: 
¶ recognising that text comes in many different formats and genres and that all forms of 

reading should be encouraged; 

¶ choosing reading material that relates to learners’ own understanding and experience 
of life; 

¶ using reading for pleasure as an opportunity for readers to discuss reading practices 
inside and outside a learning environment; 

¶ using reading for pleasure as a way of developing speaking and listening skills and 
linking to writing practice; 

Librarians should consider: 

¶ ensuring that all frontline staff are aware of the barriers to library use experienced by 
some beginning readers and the value of human contact in the alleviation of those 
barriers; 

¶ training some staff to be specialists in stock suitable for beginning readers, drawing 
on the advice of tutors who work with this audience; 

¶ having some planned materials and activities to support library visits for literacy 
groups; 

¶ ensuring that stock  appropriate for beginning readers is not marketed as just for 
literacy learners, but for any group of library users who might welcome a shorter read. 

Libraries and learning providers should together consider:  

¶ developing and maintaining partnerships between tutors and librarians which will 
support both and, most importantly, benefit literacy learners; 

¶ providing training for library staff in literacy awareness and for literacy staff in library 
procedures to promote greater understanding and thus more effective partnerships; 

¶ marketing special projects to promote reading for pleasure with an emphasis on the 
adult nature of such projects and with links to other motivating factors such as the 
development of IT skills; 

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/findaread
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¶ using trained volunteers to support learners on projects that require individual 
attention on a 1:1 basis. 

 

Next steps 
We reported on the NRDC’s findings to policymakers, researchers and practitioners at two 
separate meetings in order to provoke discussion on the topic of using reading for pleasure 
with Entry Level learners. Asked to prioritise the recommendations, stakeholders stressed 
the importance of these key areas of work: 

¶ partnership working between libraries and learning providers at management 
and frontline level in order to support literacy learners; 

¶ identification and promotion of appealing reading materials for people at the 
lowest level of literacy; 

¶ sharing of good practice through support networks for practitioners in the 
library and learning and skills sectors who often work in quite isolated 
conditions. 

 
Based on this endorsement, our next steps are as follows: 

¶ publication of a downloadable Words for Life Resource Pack for practitioners drawn 
from this project (see www.readingagency.org.uk);  

¶ continued expansion of our Find a Read database at 
www.readingagency.org.uk/findaread to reflect the demand for more information 
about reading materials at pre-Entry, Entry Level 1 and Entry Level 2; 

¶ partnership development with publishers in order to promote and encourage provision 
of materials for the Entry Level audience; 

¶ synergy between this work and our exploration of how digital games can engage 
learners in reading for pleasure (see www.readingagency.org.uk);  

¶ continued advocacy for the wider use of reading for pleasure to engage, inspire and 
support people at all levels of literacy; 

¶ fundraising to support, develop and maintain the underpinning work required to 
enable learners, and potential learners, to engage with text of all kinds. 

 
Clearly adults, and indeed young people, at any stage of their literacy development can 
benefit from reading print or digital material, whether to get immersed in a story, however 
long or short, or to find out something new.  Text is now available to us all in so many 
different ways and it’s arguable that those with low literacy are now much less isolated in a 
world where access to digital media can be just as crucial to their lives as understanding of 
the printed word.  
 
At The Reading Agency we will continue to identify ways in which beginning and emergent 
readers can find a ‘way in’ to text in order to develop a love of reading which will support 
them throughout their lives. The Words for Life project has demonstrated that adults at the 
lowest level of literacy can be engaged in text of all kinds if practitioners have the right 
materials and the confidence to use them. It’s up to all of us to open up the world of reading 
to those who most need help on the road to literacy.   
  

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/
http://www.readingagency.org.uk/findaread
http://www.readingagency.org.uk/
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1. Introduction 

This report is an evaluation of a Reading Agency project. The Reading Agency is an 
independent charity ‘with a mission to inspire more people to read more’ 
(http://www.readingagency.org.uk ).  The Agency works in partnership with a variety of 
local and national institutions and organizations, but has particularly strong links with 
libraries, because of shared social justice values.  It has a strong history of partnering 
through projects for adult literacy learners, for example through The Vital Link 
programme which encouraged links between libraries and learning providers in order 
to promote reading for pleasure to learners. The Reading Agency’s Six Book 
Challenge scheme is mainly delivered by public, college and prison libraries working in 
partnership with tutors. Previous work with adult literacy learners has shown the 
importance of libraries’ creative work with emergent readers in increasing enjoyment, 
self-confidence and motivation, as well as the acquisition of functional literacy skills1. 

In this project, The Reading Agency wanted to adapt what they had learned through 
their previous work to focus on those with the lowest level of literacy, those at Entry 1 
and Entry 2 of the Adult Literacy Core Curriculum2 or even below.   

To this end, a proposal was made to the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation to fund a project 
with three local partners ‘to identify a sustainable model for injecting new reading for 
pleasure approaches into work with existing learners with the lowest level of literacy 
and with priority groups of potential learners in each area’.  

It should be noted that there is no agreed definition of what reading for pleasure is. The 
Reading Agency takes a broad view to encompass engagement in fictional and factual 
text of all kinds, ranging from printed books to online material. However, both ‘reading’ 
and ‘pleasure’ remain contested terms. Some of those involved in this project believe 
that readers have to have a certain standard of literacy for it to be pleasurable; they 
argued reading cannot be enjoyable if it remains a struggle. There also continues to be 
some debate about what constitutes ‘reading’. For example, is listening to a story on a 
CD reading? Is being read to? In addition, what sorts of texts are involved in reading 
for pleasure?  It was felt by some tutors that learners got real enjoyment out of reading 
maps; was this reading for pleasure?   Wordsearches were also popular- are these 
reading or writing? 

In addition, some learners felt it was the process of reading together, and the mutual 
support this offered that was pleasurable rather than reading any particular texts.  

In the light of these debates, this report has taken a very broad and inclusive view of 
reading for pleasure, without attempting to define it further.    

One further proviso on terminology; in this report, the phrase ‘beginning readers’ has 
been used to describe Entry Level 1 and Entry level 2 literacy learners who are just 
starting to read independently. Readers will be aware that the term ‘emergent readers’ 
has been used in other contexts to describe learners at a range of literacy levels, but 

                                                 
1
  The Vital Link (2005) Confidence All Round: the Impact on Emergent Adult Readers of Reading for 

Pleasure through Libraries. Manchester Morris Hargreaves McIntyre 

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/adults/Confidence%20All%20Round%20Executive%20Summary.pdf 

Oakey S (2007) Weaving Reading for Pleasure into the Adult Literacy Core Curriculum London NRDC 

http://www.nrdc.org.uk/publications_details.asp?ID=94#  

Grylls S (2008) Six Book Challenge 2008: The Impact on Readers London The Reading Agency 

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/adults/Six%20Book%20Challenge%202008%20impact%20report.pdf  

2
 Basic Skills Agency. (2001). Adult Literacy Core Curriculum. London DfEE. 

http://www.readingagency.org.uk/
http://www.readingagency.org.uk/adults/Confidence%20All%20Round%20Executive%20Summary.pdf
http://www.nrdc.org.uk/publications_details.asp?ID=94
http://www.readingagency.org.uk/adults/Six%20Book%20Challenge%202008%20impact%20report.pdf
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most often at a slightly higher level (Entry Level 3 to level 1). We have chosen to 
differentiate between these more independent readers and those involved in this 
project who are newer to reading and who may need more support.  

This report explores the impact of the project through a variety of lenses- those of 
learners, literacy tutors, librarians and managers. There have been some very positive 
outcomes for those involved. However, one must beware of ascribing major effects to a 
short-term project.  In many cases it would be hard to attribute any learning that had 
taken place specifically to this project, when learners were also attending literacy 
classes and maybe using the libraries already.  

The evaluation has been carried out by the National Research and Development 
Centre for Adult Literacy and Numeracy (NRDC), Institute of Education, University of 
London. NRDC is the national independent centre for adult literacy, numeracy and 
ESOL and is dedicated to conducting research and development projects to improve 
adult literacy, numeracy, language and related skills and knowledge. Widely 
recognised for its expertise within England, the centre has an international reputation 
and works across the UK and worldwide. The evaluation took place between May  
2010 and April 2011. 

1.1 Partners in the project 

The three original partners were London Borough of Brent; Warrington and Hampshire, 
but both Brent and Hampshire were forced to withdraw due to capacity issues.. The 
eventual partners were Warrington, Essex and Birmingham.   

¶ Warrington 
o Warrington Borough Council Library Service 
o Warrington, Priestley College 

¶ Essex 
o Essex County Council Library Service 
o Essex County Council Adult Community Learning 

¶ Birmingham  
o Birmingham Libraries and Archives 
o Birmingham Prison Library Service 
o Manchester College 

1.2 Research methodology  

This evaluation relies mainly on qualitative evidence provided at the three project sites. 
In Essex and Warrington in-depth small group interviews were carried out with: 

¶ Learners 

¶ Librarians 

¶ Literacy tutors 

¶ Managers 

In the case of Birmingham, which had joined the project later, security issues at the 
prison made a visit impossible and it was only possible to carry out interviews with 
managers of the project (librarians).  

Interview data was supplemented by documentary evidence provided by the three 
projects. It took the form of lesson plans, teaching materials, tutor and librarian 
reflective journals, learner evaluations, photographs, booklists, demographic 
information about learners, tutors and library staff.  

Visits took place: 

¶ Warrington 
o Visit 1   May 2010 
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o Visit 2   March 2011  

¶ Essex 
o Visit 1   June 2010  
o Visit 2   March 2011  

¶ Birmingham  
o Visit 1   December 2010 
o Visit 2   April 2011  

The first visit, which was mainly for orientation, consisted of discussions with 
managers, tutors, volunteers and library staff.  The second visit focused also on 
learners who had been involved in the project.  

This report uses the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA) Inspiring 
Learning Framework as a framework for the evaluation. In this there are five generic 
learning outcomes, underpinned by a broad definition of learning, which identify the 
benefits that people gain from interacting with museums, libraries and archives. In this 
case, as the project was a partnership between literacy providers and libraries, it 
seemed an appropriate and inclusive instrument to use for the evaluation. The 
outcomes for learners, literacy tutors and libraries were evaluated through the five 
generic learning outcomes:  

¶ knowledge and understanding 

¶ skills 

¶ attitudes and values 

¶ enjoyment, inspiration and creativity 

¶ activity, behaviour and progression 

The outcomes for policymakers and researchers were evaluated through the MLA’s 
planning and assessment tool. This has a checklist under four headings: 

¶ people 

¶ places 

¶ partnerships 

¶ policies, plans, performance 

For more information on the framework see http://www.inspiringlearningforall.gov.uk 

http://www.inspiringlearningforall.gov.uk/
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2. Essex  

2.1 What did they do? 
In Essex, through a partnership between the library service and the Adult Community 
College:   

¶ 16 Library champions were trained, at least one for each district. These became 
the lead persons in liaison with literacy provision. They visited literacy classes 
and hosted visits from classes to the library.  

¶ Four literacy tutors (originally there were five, but one did not get a class) chose 
aspects of reading for pleasure to focus on and assigned sessions or parts of 
sessions with their literacy groups to developing reading for pleasure.  Most 
groups (7 out of 10) were mixed level, but all contained at least some learners at 
Entry Level 1 and/or Entry Level 2.   Two of the tutors had both mixed and entry 
level groups. 

¶ The library service, together with literacy tutors, investigated further appropriate 
reading materials for beginning readers and purchased appropriate titles.  

There were four tutors with ten groups of students. Information about the tutors can 
be found in Appendix one.  

 

2.2 The Learners 
A focus group of five entry level learners attending a mixed level literacy group was 
interviewed about their experience of the project.  

2.2.1 Knowledge and understanding 

The learners talked about making links between reading and writing and having an 
appreciation of what is involved in a story. They felt that reading, talking and thinking 
about stories had led them into writing stories and even to writing for pleasure:  

Our tutor‟s been doing how to lay out stories; it‟s given me a deeper 
understanding how stories are laid out; how you get to understand a 
bit more what they are trying to put across. I do like writing stories. I 
write for pleasure. (Student A) 

In this class, the teacher had made explicit links between the processes of reading and 
writing.  This learner felt strongly that he was able to make use of these links to build 
an understanding of how literacy is learned.  

 I‟ve always felt that if I could correct my reading, then everything else 
would fall into place...It‟s a vicious circle-if you can‟t do one, then you 
can‟t do the other and vice versa. If you can learn one side, then the 
other side starts to improve and then you can do both. (Student A) 

2.2.2 Skills 

The students spoke eloquently about what they had learned. However, it was hard to 
disentangle what they had learned from being in a literacy class generally from what 
they had learned specifically from concentrating on reading for pleasure.  A key issue 
for all these learners was that there existed strategies for tackling unfamiliar words and 
if they could make use of these, they were able to read something that at first sight 
seems impenetrable. This was of crucial importance for building confidence and a 
feeling that they could, in fact, read.   

They also believed strongly that reading helps to improve spelling  
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A lot of my friends have said (because I text quite a lot) how my 
spelling‟s improved. I think that‟s due to reading because I can 
memorise words- the shape of the words.(Student A) 

2.2.3 Attitudes and values 

This group of learners had taken part in group reading activities. They found the 
process supportive and collaborative.   

Reading-that brings the class together which is a good idea. (Student C) 

They stressed the importance of being in a group where everyone is at the same level. 
In fact there were a variety of literacy levels in this group, but that did not seem to be 
an issue. What was important was that everyone in the group struggled in some way 
with their literacy and was therefore a fellow traveler. 

We‟re all at the same level and in the same boat and we encourage each other; 
bring our confidence up at the same level. (Student C) 

Moving forward with their reading made these learners feel good within themselves 
and built self-respect:  

The main point with me is when you cannot read, there‟s a little thing 
what bother you at all times. There‟s something you like have some 
secret and you cannot do it for yourself, so that when you take up a book 
and you pronounce some word you kind of feel good in yourself; you 
know you‟re starting to do something that you really want for a long 
while. You know it make you feel good when you see you starting to be a 
little reading. (Student B) 

Interestingly, they agreed that it didn’t matter too much what they read; what was 
important was that they were reading together, supporting each other and they didn’t 
have to worry if they found some bits difficult.  

If we got stuck, either the helpers help us or the student helps us. We help 
each other. It actually helps us to read better when we‟re helping each 
other. (Student B) 

One learner pointed out that he felt the problem lay with society rather than him. He 
was concerned about general assumptions that everyone can read and how this 
impacted on those who found it difficult. He stressed the need to educate those who 
made such assumptions as much as those who struggled with reading.  

I do feel that in society a lot of them assume that you can read and that 
people don‟t give time or they don‟t understand people who just can‟t 
read. They just assume you can read. (Student A) 

These learners were acutely conscious of how much their limited reading skills affected 
their lives.  They felt that even small improvements in their skills could have a large 
impact on their lives. They recommended the class to their friends as something that 
might change their lives: 

Learning to read will help them achieve their dreams or goals. Thanks to 
this course we‟ve been very lucky and its made us be able to dream our 
dreams and reach our dreams. (Student A) 

2.2.4 Enjoyment, inspiration, creativity 

All the students in the group visited had engaged in new types of reading practices. 
They mentioned a range of texts that they read now and had not been able to do 
before. Examples of print texts they were reading included: the Bible; action books (for 
someone who enjoys action films); newspapers; medical journals (for someone who 
wants to train as a paramedic); games magazines and cheats; books on sewing, 
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gardening, jewellery design (for someone who enjoys creating things); reading with 
children (they read to him). 

In one class of beginner readers, the teacher reported that seven out of her ten 
learners chose to take their book home after reading it in class and six cited it as one 
of the best parts of the course. Learners in the focus group said they found it difficult to 
read at home without help, but they liked books that had tapes or CDs that they could 
read along to. This made the process less tortuous and more enjoyable. However, 
there was agreement that most recordings of books were read too fast to follow easily.   

Examples of online texts included: news websites; a site that helped with the driving 
theory test- (and the thrill of having voice over so he could read along); shopping sites, 
Facebook and websites about TV programmes. 

One learner talked about the need to be able to read on the computer for access to the 
job market: 

Like they say if you want a job, go on the computer. I‟ve got a computer 
but I don‟t understand how it works. So I‟d really never find another job, 
would I? Whereas before and that, they used to pin notices up on the 
noticeboard and I used to come along there with me mum or somebody 
and she‟d read it and say go for that job. And that‟s how people like me 
who couldn‟t have fought their way through all the time... but I want to do 
better than that now. I want to move on. (Student C) 

2.2.5 Activity, behaviour, progression 

Each learner in the focus group had a story of how they were doing things now that 
they had not done before, for example, filling in a forms by himself; taking a holiday on 
his own to Cyprus; driving into Colchester (when she had never dared do this before); 
cooking shortbread for the first time and bringing it into work to give to his colleagues 
(although he didn’t eat it himself). These were manifestations of increased confidence; 
ramifications that go beyond the development of literacy skills, but which they ascribe 
to developing confidence in literacy.  

This group of learners talked about the difficulty of travelling to places that were 
unfamiliar. They worried about losing their way when they were unable to read signs or 
maps. Several talked about their fear of going to a library on their own. One mentioned 
how she cried and shook when she first went to the library even though she had been 
accompanied by a friend; another said: 

I‟ve got a library ticket but I‟m a bit frightened to go into the library. I don‟t 
like to go anywhere where I‟m not used to. (Student C)    

But in fact those who had visited a library had found the staff friendly and helpful, so 
this was more a fear of the unknown than from bad experiences. This made the visit by 
a member of the library staff very welcome although it had been difficult to arrange 
because of the timing of the class in the evening.  It was also believed that there was 
no point visiting the library as there nothing for people at their level. When asked if they 
would read more if they had more books at the right level the response was: 

Yes, if they weren‟t too difficult. I don‟t like big books because they 
frighten me. You can never get to the end of a book. I like the short 
stories. (Student C) 

They were proselytisers for literacy classes and urged others to join a class: 

They should go to a place like this; be around people that are at your 
level and just get your confidence in reading. I think a lot of people have 
either lost confidence or got no confidence in reading and their ability in 
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themself to do it. If they come to places like this, that teaches them to 
get confidence. (Student A) 

2.3 Literacy tutors 

2.3.1 Knowledge and understanding 

The tutors felt that they had increased their understanding of learners’ reading 
practices. They had used the project as an opportunity to discuss reading and attitudes 
to reading.  As with the learners, there was a broad conception of what reading for 
pleasure consisted of.  Although there was little mention of learners’ reading practices 
outside the class (apart from one learner looking up gaming cheats on the web), some 
in-class practices giving pleasure were reading instructions, reading about cookery, 
maps, wordsearches (because these are finite and give a sense of achievement). 

 Some of the tutors used a questionnaire at the beginning for learners to fill in what 
they liked reading. One tutor felt this was too hard for Entry Level 1 and simplified this 
with pictures.  They felt that the questionnaire gave them an opportunity to get to know 
the learners at the beginning of term and to talk about reading. 

They could put what they liked reading, which was quite successful. At 
the end of term I can actually go through it and it always reminds me of 
things that we can actually go through...for instance I like reading maps 
was one of the ones and that‟s what made me think to do something on 
maps. (Tutor A ) 

There was some concern about ensuring that learners would still be able to achieve 
their accreditation at the end of the year, so tutors found ways of linking reading for 
pleasure into the core curriculum: reading cookery books was chosen as a way to 
introduce reading for information:  

I was looking at reading information books for pleasure –using pictures 
and captions to help draw people in and I found I actually linked it to the 
whole concept of skimming and scanning a text and the fact that they 
don‟t have to read it in detail-all of it- to get into it, to get some 
understanding and some pleasure out of it (Tutor B)  

Short stories were seen as an introduction to understanding narrative writing:  

I did some short stories and I used that to help explore reading between 
the lines, and basically thinking about character and structure of the 
story and how to plan writing, whether it was a story or anything else. 
You still need to plan it, think about who‟s going to be in it; where it‟s 
going to be. (Tutor B) 

Another way of linking with the curriculum was to concentrate on strategies that would 
help with comprehension, for example, prediction.  

I did a sheet on predicting  look at the cover, what do you think the book 
is about, who do you think would enjoy this book, do you think you would 
enjoy this book, why, why not? And then look at the information on the 
back cover, what does it tell you, and therefore have you changed your 
ideas? And then after listening or reading the first few pages or the first 
chapter, how much do you know about the characters in the story? How 
do you think the story‟s going to continue, so it‟s prediction. .. And then 
when you‟ve finished, did the expected happen, or were there any twists 
or surprises? Would you have preferred a different ending? How would 
you have ended the story? And this could all be done verbally or written 
down. How about looking at the story from the view of some of the other 
characters? Perhaps they would tell a totally different story.  Or what 
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would you like to see happen to the characters next? so whatever level 
of book, you‟ve got a framework for them to think about it.  (Tutor C) 

The tutors noted that they were thinking more about both methods and materials that 
will engage their learners:  

I think it‟s made me think about what will keep them engaged and what 
will interest them and what they‟re reading. I want it to engage them. 
Whereas sometimes, I‟ve not actually done this level of class before... so 
to teach this with a step up; there were learning difficulties, stepping up 
into SfL I think it‟s really important that at this stage they are engaged 
because they can see the joys of being able to move forwards until they 
are Entry2s and I think some of them will be going on towards Entry2 
because they see the benefit of reading and from my point of view it‟s 
always that bit extra, going that bit further, it‟s more time, but when you 
hear the class is going to benefit you don‟t mind so much. It‟s what 
teaching is about isn‟t it? (Tutor A)  
 
It‟s made me move beyond the basics of the curriculum a bit more... You 
look at the outside-the world where everything is written down and try 
and bring it into the class much more Tutor B)  

However, they also felt that sometimes ‘bringing the outside in’ could be difficult when 
learners had a limited perspective on the world because of their difficulties with 
reading, especially at Pre-Entry or Entry Level 1.   

2.3.2 Skills 

The teachers all felt that the project had made them into better teachers, by making 
them more aware of learners’ interests. They were more conscious of what engaged 
their learners and were bringing more variety to their teaching.  They were always on 
the lookout for new materials in order to maintain currency and to motivate the 
learners.  

It‟s taken the blinkers off I suppose; it‟s widened out my perspective on 
what you can bring into the classroom really and how you can use them.   
(Tutor C) 

They felt that their focus on reading had enabled them to get a good picture of what 
learners liked to read from the beginning of the course and this enabled them to be 
more proactive, bringing in things that each learner could relate to, which in turn, made 
them feel they were supporting learners better.  

They felt they had developed materials and activities which could act as a framework 
which could be used for all books, whatever level and could thus be useful for other 
groups too.  

They felt that their practice had changed and developed in positive ways:  

It‟s made you reassess things and see things slightly differently. It‟s 
made me try out things that I probably wouldn‟t have tried...try different 
things to see if they work. (Tutor B) 

2.3.3 Attitudes and values 

At the first meeting before the project started there were views expressed that learners 
at Entry 1 and 2 can’t read, so they don’t read books. There was also a concern that 
there was very little suitable material available to read at this level. However, all the 
tutors involved in the project found a variety of material that engaged and motivated 
the learners in their groups. They were able to take a broader view of reading for 



   

17 

 

pleasure that encompassed a range of approaches, methods and materials that 
engaged learners.  

They also felt a partnership with the library service had been formed which benefited 
themselves and the learners and it encouraged better practice.  

It‟s probably more my  fault I haven‟t made better links and I think this 
has certainly encouraged me to have a link that I might not have taken 
advantage of if I hadn‟t been involved with this project. So I find that 
personally I now have a link with the library that I didn‟t have before. 
(Tutor A) 

2.3.4 Enjoyment, inspiration, creativity 

All the tutors found the work successful and engaging. One tutor would have liked to 
use poetry to enliven the curriculum, but felt that finding the right poetry material was 
hard. She felt that it might be easier to start with other types of reading that might be 
simpler.  

Exposure to different types of text can be inspiring. One tutor noted that after she had 
used a short story with dialogue and drawn students’ attention to the use of dialogue 
and its punctuation: 

Two weeks later somebody brought in a short story which is 5 pages 
long with all this dialogue in to look at. So, he‟s a person who has lots of 
short stories desperate to get out. (Tutor C) 

Both tutors and students remarked on how reading more could lead to writing and the 
importance of linking the two activities.  

It established a cycle in my mind of reading and then writing and then 
going back to reading; they go hand in hand.  (Tutor B) 

She had been using the short stories not just as a reading activity but a way of trying to 
help learners to see how a story is constructed and how it affects their own decisions 
about how to write stories. 

But one must beware of ascribing major effects to a short-term project. When asked if 
they could distinguish the effect this project had had on the learners, the tutors were 
cautious:  

Having different things to do that we haven‟t done before may well 
have sparked their interest a bit more , rather than the tried and tested 
things but I don‟t think you can say really one way or the other. All I 
know is that there‟s definitely more noise in the class now which is 
good. (Tutor C)  

2.3.5 Activity, behaviour, progression 

All the tutors had developed a range of materials which will eventually be shared with 
other tutors via the VLE.   

They each chose an area of interest and researched possible activities connected with 
their subject area.  The subjects included: maps, cookery books, short stories, local 
history, newspapers, TV guides, film and DVD, poetry and drama (although these were 
not completed).   Local history was a great motivator. Some ways in which it was used 
included: 

¶ maps, pictures and texts were used to discuss changes in the local area. 
Findings were typed up on computers.  

¶ On the anniversary of the Battle of Britain, the group read an excerpt from a 
Quick Read on the Blitz. They looked at information books and wrote and then 
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went home, talked to their parents and returned to write more the following 
week.  

¶ A picture of Colchester in 1891 was compared with one of 1926 and learners 
‘read’ the pictures and discussed the changes, comparing them with what they 
knew of the modern city.  

Cookery was chosen by another tutor because she wanted to work within the 
curriculum and it was a way of reading for information ( using pictures and captions to 
engage learners with reading; skimming /scanning; finding information; looking at  
layout; comparing text types (lists and instructions). These were seen as skills 
transferable to all information texts. The students were working towards a group recipe 
book.  

It is not possible to isolate „reading‟ from other literacy activities but I have 
found it beneficial to use a core of reading material on cookery as the basis 
of a wide range of activities: (Tutor B) 

Group work on a single text can be difficult as everyone’s interests are different. She 
chose cookery as a way of appealing to the largest number of learners in the group.  

It is very unusual to find a topic which is of interest to everyone and 
cookery is probably as close as you are going to get‟. (Tutor B)  

Short stories were chosen over novels as they made it easier to deal with intermittent 
attendance. The tutor utilised these as a way of introducing reading aloud. The tutor 
was aware that this might be difficult when the learners were still getting to know each 
other, so she introduced it in the second term. She explained that it took 3 weeks for 
learners to feel at ease, reading aloud. The class became more relaxed each week. 
After the five trial weeks were up, several said they wanted to continue 

One group in particular said they would be „very sad‟ to stop the reading 
activity. They feel that they really benefit a great deal from it. (Tutor B) 

However, group reading did not work with all groups; some learners found it difficult, 
perhaps because the group cohesion was less strong, so it remains a matter for 
negotiation:  

The group support was the only reason which made it possible for some learners to 
take part. (Tutor B)  

The tutor found various factors helped to make group reading successful. Allowing time 
to rehearse and having sections of varying lengths marked out beforehand made it 
easier to manage the whole activity, particularly with a larger group. Some learners, 
who had learner support assistants (LSA) were coached.  She split the group into two 
at the beginning but later decided to keep everyone together, even when the group 
was large (up to 10 people).  

The benefit of reading together in one group is that we all followed the 
story and reacted to it together. Even those who initially chose not to 
read at all could participate in the discussion. (Tutor B) 
 

Difficulties encountered included one learner who refused to read aloud (but he 
enjoyed listening). Also one learner corrected others’ errors too quickly, which needed 
sensitive handling. 

The advantage of reading together meant that everyone kept to the same point in the 
story which allowed for group discussion. Even very short stories led to interesting 
discussions and perceptive comments eg whether story was real or a dream. The tutor 
chose to have oral rather than written questions to keep everyone engaged as one 
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group, exchanging ideas. They compared stories over the weeks, considering the story 
structure, the characters and the settings.  

One tutor, reading the book The Cardigan3 with her Pre-Entry and Entry Level 1 group, 
used the book as a starting point for speaking and listening activities such as asking 
the learners to bring in their favourite items of clothing and talk about why they liked 
them. 

Newspapers were used to match headlines, pictures and text.  The tutor gave out 
headlines and pictures and then read aloud an article. Learners had to claim their 
story. As an extension exercise, they read the text and put themselves into the story.  
The tutor made a newsletter out of the learners’ writing which could then be used as 
reading material for them and the rest of the group.    

Quizzes were popular as a way of engaging learners and tutors devised quizzes on 
celebrities and famous chefs. Other popular activities included a comparison of TV 
guides, reviewing their favourite TV programme or computer game.  

Activities which were less successful often were dependent on ‘world knowledge’ ie 
brought from outside the text. Current news stories could be hit or miss. People or 
events from the past might have been forgotten or never known.   

Partnership with the library service was seen as generally successful, benefiting tutors 
and students alike, and offering a valuable link that had previously been 
underdeveloped for some. For learners, meeting librarians face to face helped to get 
over the fear of the unknown: 

The class enjoyed having a presentation from the library and they 
particularly enjoyed the activities they brought along. It was more 
interactive than before. It was nice to have the return visit because one 
or two of the learners were very unconfident about going into the library, 
but because they‟d seen someone come out to them, it worked really 
well going back in. (Tutor B)  

Once learners had taken the first step, some continued to visit the library However, as 
always, peer pressure is important in allowing the first step to be taken.  

It worked brilliantly at Clacton, but it‟s so unpredictable. In the case of 
Colchester, nobody came for some reason. They‟ve had visits to the 
library before and it‟s got a class with several people who‟ve been 
coming quite a few years and one or two people were quite negative 
about it and I think they influenced the others. They were negative 
because they‟ve been before and they didn‟t want to go again and they 
said so which immediately made it seem not such a nice activity for the 
others. (Tutor B) 

The tutor continued to bring books into the class as a constant reminder of what 
libraries have to offer.  She was helped in this by tutor tickets, which allow books to be 
borrowed on a long loan which is helpful with beginner readers who take time to get 
through a book.  

One tutor had a visit from library staff to her class and made a spot decision to go 
straight to the library. The visit was made more enjoyable as the library staff 
accompanied them back to the library and were able to point out the areas they had 
just learned about.  The tutors feel that leaflets and information sheets are not helpful 
at this level and what is needed is ‘the personal touch’. 
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In spite of increased collaboration between libraries and literacy tutors, there were still 
some areas of confusion. For example, although the tutors interviewed were using Quick 
Reads sets from the library, they felt there was a lack of clarity about which books have 
sets and how to order complete sets for the classroom.  
 
I‟d quite like a better link to be able to get a set of books...I‟ve used 
Quick Reads before but if I had a class working predominantly at a 
lower level, I don‟t know if they‟d be able to supply Fresh Start sets. 
(Tutor A)    

One tutor noted that she had to photocopy her one copy of a book in order   to provide 
a copy for every member of her group. This was not cost-effective.  
 

I photocopied the book 12 times, cut it into pages, hole-punched and 
bound it with plastic binders. This took about 2 ½ hours. (Tutor D)  
 

There was also some confusion about copyright law in terms of photocopying books for use 
in the classroom where no sets existed.  One tutor had used the Word versions of the Skills 
for Life materials and had found it useful to be able to amend the text and change the 
formatting to make it more accessible for dyslexic learners. She would appreciate access to 
electronic copies of books to be able to make similar amendments.  

2.4 Libraries  

2.4.1 Knowledge and understanding 

One key focus of the project, from the libraries point of view, was their Fresh Start collection, 
defined as material for Entry Level readers. They felt this had been hidden away and nobody 
knew what it was there for. Essex Libraries and ACL had a history of working in partnership 
to choose materials appropriate for literacy learners. Before the project began, this collection 
had been reviewed and the books evaluated.  
It was found that some of the books were not very interesting and, in some cases, the 
condition was not very good, so new collections were delivered. These books tend to be thin 
and floppy so they do not sit well on a shelf. They were able to find some attractive – looking 
books and place them forward facing on a shelf at the front of the library to attract attention.  
Books that are promoted well are borrowed more often. Once they have been borrowed, 
personal recommendation tends to get the ball rolling.  More Quick Read and Fresh Start 
books have been ordered.  Each summer a group of tutors and library staff meets to go 
through the online catalogues and find new material. They have found that the most popular 
books are those which use humour.     

Some personal stories work, but others are only attractive to specific groups and are not of 
general interest. Celebrity biographies can be popular for a while, but they date quickly. 
Some areas of non-fiction work well where learners already have an interest in the subject 
eg books on Harley Davidsons are always popular. The library staff feel that popularity also 
rests with the way books look. If the covers look scruffy, no-one wants to borrow them. 
Glossy covers are attractive and enable the books to be displayed face on. In the past 
books for beginning readers tended to be unattractive, but the covers are improving now. 
Line drawings within the books can look a little childish and unattractive, although if the 
stories are good, staff visiting a class can persuade learners to look at them.  

Some good new Fresh Start books are being published in Canada. They have CDs with 
them which makes them attractive to learners, but the extra tax on the CDs makes them 
expensive to import.  Linking with other organisations with an interest in providing for 
beginning readers could make distribution more possible.   

These smaller books could also appeal to other groups besides beginning and emergent 
readers. It is possible that they could be marketed to people wanting to get back into 
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reading but who can’t face a big book, those with memory problems or those who can’t hold 
a heavy book such as disabled or elderly readers.  

The librarians recognise that some learners from a class may not want to go to the library 
because they have been before; they think they know all about the library and staff need to 
find something for them to do separately. (The tutors noted that many students are already 
library members but may not have been recent visitors).  After library visits quite a few have 
come back and used the library- mainly adult fiction and non- fiction, not necessarily the 
Quick Reads or the Fresh Start books. They also sometimes borrow children’s books.  

2.4.2 Skills 

 Another key issue for the Libraries was developing the skills and understanding of 
frontline staff. There was a great deal of expertise among the development team, who 
had worked in partnership with ACL over the years, and it was decided that this could 
be extended across the county through Quick Reads champions, librarians who were 
specially trained to understand the needs of learners and the ways in which the library 
service could support those needs.  

After a nervous start, library champions have learned how to do class visits. They have 
worked out what to take (general interest, adult, nonfiction, Quick Reads, Fresh Start 
books); and ideas for introducing ways to join the library and explaining what it looks 
like 

At the initial visits, the library staff realised that they were spending too long talking 
about the different library facilities; later they omitted the map and replaced it with 
pictures of the relevant library interior identifying important areas of the library, such as 
the Welcome desk which would make it more familiar.  

They have also developed activities to use in classes like matching book covers and 
back cover blurb; matching books with different genres. These activities raise 
awareness of genres so learners know where to look if they come in to a library on 
their own. One librarian who is also a literacy tutor has developed a worksheet which 
can be used at any library to help learners get to know it.  

The librarians have got to know what might be attractive to learners, for example, a 
children’s story with an adult theme. An example one librarian found useful was The 
Eyes Have It by Graham McNicol4. She felt this worked because there is no sadness in 
this book and it is good for reading aloud at a class visit. 

2.4.3 Attitudes and values 

The librarians felt that they had been on a journey of personal development. They had 
got to know more about literacy learners. They admitted that they did not know much 
before except when they had seen them filling out membership forms. This had a huge 
impact on some who had not realised before that: 

…there is this obstacle in their life, preventing them doing so much. (Librarian A) 

The lack of reading skills had a particular impact on librarians for whom books are so 
important 

…all these people being so brave, opening up whole new worlds (Librarian B ) 

The 16 Quick Reads/ Fresh start champions attended a training course to raise 
awareness of literacy learners and their needs.  

Before the course, they lacked confidence and understanding. On a scale of 1(very 
confident) -7 (not at all confident) no – one placed themselves above 3 for 
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understanding the right level of material for adult literacy learners or for understanding 
the needs of Entry level learners.  After the course, confidence in all areas surveyed 
had risen significantly; no-one placed themselves below 4 on the scale in any area.  

 

The table below shows how confidence about providing services for literacy learners 
rose after training from an average of 5.2 to 2.46. 

 

Librarians confidence survey 

Questions Rating scale  Place on 
Number of 
participants 
on each 
point of 
scale 
before 
training 

Place on 
Number of 
participants 
on each 
point of 
scale after 
training 

Q1. How confident do you feel 
suggesting the right level of library 
material for adult literacy learners? 

L7 (not at all) 2 0 

L6  (not) 4 0 

L5 (not very) 3 0 

L4  (mid 
scale) 

2 1 

L3 (a bit) 1 8 

L2 (quite) 0 2 

L1 (very) 0 1 

Q1. Mean average  5.33 2.75 

How well do you understand the 
needs of Entry Level learners?  

L7 3 0 

L6 5 0 

L5 2 0 

L4 0 3 

L3 2 5 

L2 0 3 

L1 0 1 

Q2. Mean average 
 

 5.58 2.83 

How confident do you feel 
signposting people who need to 
develop literacy skills? 

L7 1 0 

L6 5 0 

L5 2 0 

L4 2 2 

L3 1 3 

L2 1 3 

L1 0 4 

Q3. Mean average  5.00 2.25 

How aware are you of the difficulties L7 2 0 
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adults might face in returning to 
learning? 

L6 2 0 

L5 4 0 

L4 1 1 

L3 2 2 

L2 0 5 

L1 1 4 

Q4. Mean average  4.75 2.00 

 
(Note that although there were 12 participants in each survey, in three cases the 
participants before and after were not the same people).  

 

After the course, feedback from the newly trained champions included:  

 Useful insight into what it must be like to learn to read  
 
I had no idea how people who are not confident with words might feel- 
now I can be more understanding and helpful 
 
It has inspired me to look at Quick Reads with new eyes 
 
I am looking forward to the challenge of improving the (library) experience 
for staff and adult learners 

However, until library staff came face to face with Entry level literacy learners, they 
were still not quite sure what to expect:  

I had some personal stress issues when thinking through how I was going 
to deliver a quality presentation at the classes I visited, but in hindsight, I 
think this was a fear of the unknown and what was expected of me 
 (Librarian A) 

After doing several class visits, the same librarian noted: 

I now feel extremely comfortable delivering class visits and have adjusted 
them for each visit further to info received from [the tutors]. This 
communication has been invaluable and has hopefully enabled me to 
make a difference at some level. (Librarian A) 

 

2.4.4 Enjoyment, inspiration, creativity 

Developing individual tasks to encourage individual visits was a new idea which, 
although only in pilot stage, seems to have worked well.   Learners who might be 
fearful of approaching unfamiliar libraries respond well to face-to-face contact with 
library staff.  

The new materials that have been developed for introducing the libraries to learners 
rely strongly on giving information in a visual manner, which is playing to their 
strengths rather than areas they find difficult like reading. Using fun, entertaining 
activities makes the libraries seem appealing rather than frightening.  

One librarian noted how her own passion for her work and her enjoyment in it had been 
enhanced   

The relaxed learning environment enabled me to speak passionately 
about what we do in libraries while increasing my knowledge of the Quick 
Reads/Fresh Start collections. (Librarian A) 
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2.4.5 Activity, behaviour, progression 

Library champions visited 31 classes between July 2010 and March 2011; there  were 
also 15 group visits to  libraries. Leraners found the classes were more informal than 
their own experience of learning at school and they met with new ways of working that 
they had not previously experienced.  Each tutor worked differently, and liaison with 
the tutor was important before the visit to learn how they worked and what they wanted 
from the visit.  

Library staff were generally pleased with their progress in getting to know the 
collections and the learners, but they still had some concerns around the sustainability 
of their work with Entry level learners. They noted that after visits, learners may 
continue to visit the library a couple of times but then they ‘drifted’. They felt this was 
an area to revisit.  

2.5 Managers: library and ACL  

2.5.1 People 

Members of Essex County Council had an interest in the two services working more 
closely together as they were both working to the same director.  

In the libraries, the project offered funding to cover staff to go into literacy classes.  It 
gave ACL staff time to develop new resources. The money has bought time for 
research and development in both services. The resources that have been developed 
can be used more widely. It is particularly good for new staff bringing RfP into the 
classroom. They were not looking for new models of practice but wanted to build on 
what had been started already.  

As a result of the project, managers at ACL Essex will utilise their team meetings more 
effectively and will share good practice across the county. They will encourage tutors 
to bring in examples of work that has been successful to share with others.  

There will be a training session on how to upload resources on to the VLE, which will 
include the material from the project.  

Libraries have developed the champion role and there is now a team of frontline staff    
across the county, who have received training on the needs of learners and built up 
experience of visiting Skills for Life classes and hosting group visits by learners. 
Existing resources have been updated and new ones created for example, the 
familiarization games and overcoming barriers guidance,  

2.5.2 Places 

The ACL VLE will become a repository of the materials and resources developed for 
the project. The library have produced a useful list of Fresh Start resources suitable for 
use at Entry Level 1and Entry Level 2 although it is recognised that books suitable for 
reading at Entry Level 1were hard to find. Some books were better than others and 
some originally thought appropriate actually required a higher level of literacy.  

The list of titles will be placed on the VLE together with an action plan, activities, ideas, 
lesson plans, reviews etc. There will be information about general reading materials 
and notes about particular books.   

Some of these materials were already in existence but not necessarily available for 
everyone. The people involved in the project have developed them further so that they 
can be used by a wider audience. In addition some approaches, such as cookery, have 
not been used before.  
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There will be a particular section of the VLE devoted to Words for Life. It will contain 
two sets of materials: working with libraries and Reading for Pleasure.  
 

2.5.3 Partnerships 

To date, ACL Essex has held an annual Skills for Life conference to share resources 
across the county to which libraries have contributed.  Managers now feel that smaller 
events are also needed. The library will be invited to participate in the conferences.  

The partnership has developed well because they were given a focus to work on 
something together. Barriers were broken down and the Audience Development Officer 
found it easier to liaise directly with tutors. Flatter management structures have helped 
with this as there is less of a hierarchy. It is intended that the liaison will continue and 
the effect of this closer relationship is to the benefit of both the libraries and ACL.     
The joint selection of materials involving libraries and ACL is continuing.      

2.5.4 Policies, plans, performance 

It is hoped that the partnership will be sustainable through the current recession.  

The libraries are concerned about the capacity of their slimmed down service. The 
ability of the champions to go out on visits will depend on staffing and priorities. The 
local demographics of each community determine whether Skills for Life is a local 
priority. Priorities are also a product of the number of classes in the local area. It is 
possible to invest more time and money and get good return if there are enough 
classes.  

The partnership has given the Quick Reads and Fresh Start collections a higher focus 
in the library.  The project did not have a long enough timescale for a significant 
difference to be noticed, but it reinforced the direction that the library was travelling in 
anyway. There have been improvements in signposting and display of these 
collections.  

In ACL, much is dependent on the use of the VLE which can provide both a repository 
for resources and, through video conferencing, a way for tutors to discuss and share 
ideas. 
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3. Warrington 

3.1 What did they do? 

The project in Warrington consisted of a number of elements: 

¶ Book box courses. Two 8 week courses were run. A third was intended but it 
did not recruit. The aim was for each participant to produce a folder relating to a 
book of their choice with contents that would facilitate access to that book for 
other beginning readers.  The two courses were attended by 13 Pre-Entry, 
Entry level one and Entry level two level learners 

¶ Final session of Family learning course was brought to the library for a session 
with Flickr, a photo sharing website, which holds a collection of archive photos 
of Warrington. The library hosted the session and took the opportunity to show 
them books in the learners’ own languages.    

¶ Summer reading group. Intended to run after the first book box course, but 
there was poor take up from learners. It was intended to be run by trained 
volunteers but for various reasons, they were unable to do this. The course was 
eventually staffed by librarians but with such low recruitment it was impossible 
to sustain and it closed after 4 weeks 

¶ Dementia patients reading course. Took place at Hollins Park Hospital on a 
weekly basis from November 2010. The patients had been able to read once, 
but due to their condition, they are now functioning at Entry 2 as they have 
problems with concentration, confusion and memory loss. A member of library 
staff and sometimes a mental health worker read aloud, there was a discussion 
of the themes in the stories and the memories they evoked. They also brought 
in some museum objects to promote discussion.  

¶ Read to Relax at Orford library. The aim was to take the already established 
group and test its suitability for people at Entry level one  and Entry level two. 
The library staff read aloud to the group on a weekly basis  

The evaluation has been concerned only with the first two projects. Information on the 
learners can be found in Appendix two. 

3.2 The Learners  

3.2.1 Knowledge and understanding 

Although they all felt very positive about the course, learners may not have entirely 
understood what they were letting themselves in for. On their ILPs when they wrote 
what they wanted to learn from the course, two wrote telling the time; others mentioned 
dictionary, crosswords and snap.  

However, once they got started, the learners involved seemed to really enjoy the 
making of the boxes and particularly the fact that they were making them for others to 
use.  

J made a box on a biography of Kylie Minogue.  

I enjoyed doing it. It was helpful and easy to make. I‟d like to do another- 
teach them how to make one. (Learner J) 

3.2.2 Skills 

Learners found it hard to put into words what skills they had learned.  

It‟s improving a little bit. I‟m more interested in reading now (Learner G) 
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Some were using computers for the first time and this proved to be a high spot. It was, 
perhaps, less frightening to use the computer for a specific purpose than to sit down 
and learn how to use a computer generally. But it was a useful stepping stone into 
computing and fired the enthusiasm of several learners.  

I would like to do some computing now (Learner N) 
Me too (Learner G) 

One learner also noted that she was able to use her new reading skills to read titles, 
subtitles and credits on TV.  

It‟s made me read on television. Sometimes the writing goes up that fast. 
(Learner N) 

3.2.3 Attitudes and values 

One unanticipated outcome was the impact on carers who accompanied the learners 
on the course. The carers were amazed at the achievements of the people they had 
been caring for. They had not considered activities like using IT and the Internet as 
suitable for stimulating the learning of their clients.  They had believed the skills were 
beyond them. These carers have now adopted new approaches to working with their 
clients.  

The learners believed strongly that the BB course had increased their confidence and 
raised their self esteem.  

I can read what I could never do at school, because I was bullied at 
school...  I feel a lot better [now that I can read] you know, a lot more 
confident... I enjoy reading now... I‟ve got used to reading; it‟s brought 
me out more... (Learner N) 

3.2.4 Enjoyment, inspiration, creativity 

For all participants this was their first experience of reading a book from cover to cover. 
The learners involved talked with excitement about the books they had read.  One 
learner explained what she had learned 

I learned what I‟m interested in- reading and all that. It‟s mostly animals 
though. I like detective things and I‟m watching detectives on television. 
I‟d like to read about one but it‟d have to be an easy book like.... I‟ve 
done the 6 book challenge. (Learner N) 

Vignettes (produced by library/college staff) 

G thoroughly enjoyed the Book Box course as it gave her the opportunity to engage 
with one book in detail and at a slower pace which really suited her. I have noticed a 
huge improvement in G’s literacy skills and also in her own self-confidence. G had LDs 
but she has completed work experience in a community cafe and is now hoping to find 
paid work. She continues to visit the library regularly and she also now feels confident 
enough to write letters to her young daughter who is cared for by her sister-in-law.  

A had never attended an adult course before she attended the BB course. She had 
wanted to because she was aware that her literacy levels were poor but she had felt 
too intimidated to join a class. When she joined the BB class she thoroughly enjoyed 
the experience and the opportunity to explore all the aspects of the book that she had 
chosen. She also found that there was nothing to worry about in coming to seek help 
with her literacy and now she has joined a regular SfL class on a Friday morning. She 
is working at E2 and is really enjoying being a member of the group. Her general self-
confidence is improving and she has made some new friends.  

H came along because a friend persuaded her to keep her company. .. she chose the 
book ’Memories of Nana’ . She thoroughly enjoyed the book and was able to tell lots of 
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stories about her own memories of her Nan when she was growing up. She developed 
some IT skills going onto the Internet to search for images of things her Nan had had in 
the house such as grandfather clocks and dolly tubs. She narrated a recipe for stew 
that her Nan used to make. One of the most heart-warming moments was when H read 
her book alongside the librarian, Janet. They read it together and because she knew 
the story so well, h was able to complete phrases on her own. She was so 
overwhelmed by this experience that she burst into tears at the end as it was the 
closest she had ever got to reading, she said. H has had a benign brain tumour for 
many years but it has recently grown so she will be having an operation in the near 
future. It is this which has caused her learning difficulties as well as some physical 
disabilities. The work she completed on the BB course meant so much to her and she 
really took some valuable skills away with her. I feel that the most important of these 
was the ability to structure her stories of the past and organise her ideas for those 
listening. Her speaking and listening skills showed a real improvement over the 
course... 

 

Review of a book by a learner on the Book box course  
 
I loved reading the book. I really enjoyed looking at different sorts of cars on the 
computer and working out good driving routes in Devon and Cornwall. I enjoyed printing 
these and I would want people to try them on holiday. I thought the word games and 
finding the pictures to decorate the box was good. I enjoyed meeting the different people 
in the group. It has made me want to read more. I am reading a book about powerboats 
now. (Learner K)  

3.2.5 Activity, behaviour, progression 

Two BB courses were held. (May-July 10 and Sept-Nov 10)  Each lasted 8 weeks.  
Learners selected a book of personal interest to base their BB on; decorated the box 
with appropriate images and lettering; created and decorated a log sheet entitled ‘Why 
I chose this book’ for future learners to complete; made a variety of paper-based 
activities to help readers to access vocabulary; identified an Internet-based activity 
related to the text; created or contributed to an audio the recording of   the story.  

Retention was high on the courses. It helped to break down previous barriers to 
learning; one participant progressed onto a literacy class as a direct result of 
participating in the BB sessions.  They were able to browse books and develop a 
sense of what they might like to read in the future. 

For the majority of learners, the BB sessions provided them with their first experience 
of working on a computer. With the help of a volunteer, learners browsed the Internet 
to search for images to complement their books, typed headings and created their own 
wordsearches.  It was noted, however, that the computer suite was cramped and the 
computers were not always working, which caused some problems.   

Some caveats were noted by the tutor involved. As each learner was working on a 
separate project, 1:1 support was required.  It would have been impossible to offer the 
course without volunteer tutors to assist. In addition, as each learner worked 
individually on their book with a support worker, there was little scope for group 
work/shared activities 

3.3 Literacy tutors 

3.3.1 Knowledge and understanding 

The project has given tutors new understandings of reading and books. There was 
recognition that the content of a book is important to a learner. An additional motivating 
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factor is the achievement of  reading a whole book, for those who have never 
previously done so.  

 It‟s made us all realise that small is OK. I have learners who want to 
tackle something really difficult right from the start. Something can be 
really well –written and enjoyable if it‟s small. It doesn‟t have to be War 
and Peace for it to be a proper book. (Tutor G) 

Tutors talked about how learners had developed the ability to select an appropriate 
book.  They gained a sense of what they might like to read and what they did not want 
to read. One learner had chosen a book on cars. He found the book dull, but enjoyed 
the spin offs, for example using the Internet to research the subject. 

A few of the participants, they picked something and just as we do, they 
didn‟t like the cover and all these things that matter ... personal taste. 
(Tutor G) 

 It was important for tutors to realise that often the spin offs were as important as 
reading the book itself as it was these that enabled learners to make links between 
what they were reading and their own lives. Remembering spending time with 
grandparents brought back happy memories; reading about bullying helped to deal 
with unhappy experiences. As learners told their own stories, they were able to see 
that these were interesting to other people. It was a way of valuing one’s own 
experiences and stories, which built confidence and self-esteem. 

They were not able to write them down as such, but they were certainly 
able to vocalise and tell their own stories, so there‟s a real sense of how 
that was interesting to other people as well...some of them lack a lot of 
confidence in vocalising sometimes -in the environment we were in it 
really brought out what they were able to do-they were able to talk about 
all sorts of stuff  

The Flickr courses also led to new understandings for the tutors. One tutor noted the 
opportunities that using visual material gave for stimulating talk and resolved to 
incorporate this into her practice.  

It also gives you a better understanding of what literacy really means I 
think, because thinking of the Flickr session I did which was mainly 
pictorial but the pictures encouraged them to speak and to compare and 
now I‟m thinking of using a lot of pictures in ordinary sessions to prompt 
ideas, to prompt memories, to prompt the sharing, the oral sharing of 
experiences before you start actually writing anything down. (Tutor K) 

3.3.2 Skills 

In terms of teaching skills, the tutors felt that they had developed their practice in a 
variety of ways. They had developed new ideas and varied their approaches to 
teaching literacy. Several teachers spoke about using more kinaesthetic activities and 
more hands-on approaches-in numeracy teaching as well as literacy. 

One tutor now always starts her class with a reading activity: 

 There‟s something very relaxing about it. It‟s just lovely at the beginning 
of a session. It‟s definitely about promoting enjoyment of books; it‟s 
validating it within your lesson. ( Tutor G) 

The idea of reading aloud as a useful activity was also novel to some tutors. One 
described a paired reading activity that was new to her, but which she saw as valuable 
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for the learner. Paired reading has been recognised as a method for developing 
reading fluency5  

It‟s made me value reading aloud as well.  I‟ve got one learner who felt 
that she couldn‟t read at all and ...she knew the book very well in the 
end; she knew the story and she was reading along with [the librarian] 
and she was predicting some of the words as they came along and she 
started to recognise them, the small functional words-she and J read it 
together. I‟d never seen anyone do that before. That‟s an idea I‟ve used 
since, reading along.  

3.3.3 Attitudes and values 

The tutors felt that the Flickr session was important for family learning in that it helped 
learners to see the value of images as a way in to reading for their own children.  

When parents get picture books home for very young children, they don‟t 
understand that this is the beginning of reading books. They sort of look 
at the pictures and flick through quickly and dismiss it so they are not 
aware that‟s where the origins of stories come from. (Tutor K) 

3.3.4 Enjoyment, inspiration, creativity 

The BB course was enjoyable for the tutors as well as the learners, because they were 
able to spend more time with their learners, get to know them better and have valuable 
individual discussions with them about what they were reading. There was less 
pressure which led to a more relaxed and more pleasurable environment. 

Because of the support in these sessions I think we were able to, not for 
the whole of the session, but certainly spend more 1: 1 time, which gave 
you time to really find out what that learner struggled with, what they 
enjoyed, just to  slow everything down, because in class it‟s very fast; the 
learners do want to go onto the next thing, but because they knew that  
this was their book for the 10 weeks, there was no speeding ahead, it was 
really nice just to slow down the pace, and no, there isn‟t a worksheet, it‟s 
not 1,2,3,4, you know a lot of learners go into a classroom ... .it was really 
nice to take all that out, just enjoy this page, enjoy the picture, what‟s it 
saying to you, what‟s it making you think. It‟s lovely to be away from 
worksheets. (Tutor G) 
 

In addition, they were removed from the confines of the curriculum and accreditation, 
which offered more freedom to explore the affordances of books and reading.  The 
focus on one book was felt to improve learners’ concentration. 

You could just explore a word and how lovely it sounds... just getting rid of 
all the functional aspects that we can be so bogged down with because of 
the tests and what we need to do.  (Tutor G) 

One tutor reflected that the project had changed her practice in her ordinary literacy 
teaching, suggesting innovative approaches that relied less on the traditional 
worksheet and more on learners’ contributions through their oral skills and ideas.  

I think it‟s helped me to be more creative actually its not to say 
worksheets aren‟t important, they still play a part but I think what BBs 
has allowed us to think more creatively and its given us a sense of what 
learners enjoy doing which is taking the pressure away from pens and 
paper for at least some part of the lesson. And you can almost physically 

                                                 
5
 Burton, M., Davey, J., Lewis, M., Ritchie, L. and Brooks, G. (2008). Improving reading: phonics and fluency. London: National 

Research and Development Centre. 
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see learners relaxing because they don‟t have to think about writing 
anything down for a while, and yet there‟s still learning. Quite often as a 
teacher you think that if learners aren‟t scribbling down then nothing is 
going on but actually it‟s given me permission, if you like, to work in other 
ways. (Tutor G) 

3.3.5 Activity, behaviour, progression 

Tutors felt that as a result of the BB courses,  they had a better sense of what learners 
might be interested in, which meant that  motivating  

We do the 6 Book challenge as well, so we get quite a lot of feedback on 
what books learners like picking up and looking at and then you can sort 
of integrate that into teaching because you start to learn what they are 
interested in and then you can build worksheets round it. (Tutor K) 

Most activities were seen as successful and leading to increased motivation and 
learning opportunities for learners. However, the emphasis on 1:1 approaches in the 
BB course led to one tutor regretting not using the opportunity to develop more group 
activities in the sessions, which might have been helpful in creating greater group 
cohesion. The tutor of the family Learning course also noted that if she had planned 
the session a week earlier, it could have been further incorporated into the programme 
for the learners. As it was the last session it was a good culmination of the course, but 
it might have been a better learning experience if they could have brought some of the 
pictures back to the class and discussed them. There was interesting work that could 
have taken place comparing the history of Warrington to that of their own cultures.   

There was already a good partnership between the college and the libraries which had 
been built up over the Six Book Challenge. This has been further developed over the 
course of the Words for Life Project.  Librarians and learners have become well 
acquainted. Learners talk about the libraries s and the librarians and the librarian has 
got to know many of the learners.  

3.4 Libraries 

3.4.1 Knowledge and understanding 

The librarian who ran the Flickr session was effusive about its effects. He felt the 
feedback they had received had been ‘absolutely tremendous’.  

The feedback we‟ve had has been more positive than anything I‟ve ever 
done. (Librarian M) 

The session benefited both the learners, a group of Bangladeshi women, and the 
library staff in different ways.  

The interaction was just fantastic. I think it really –they were in their 
element. They learned a lot about what the library can provide. And we 
learned as well what some of their needs are. We had a perception of 
what their needs were but that interaction helped us to gain insight into 
their community. (Librarian M)  

The librarian who ran the session had never worked with literacy or ESOL learners 
before, although he had some experience of the Bangladeshi community. As a result of 
this session, the library staff realised they had not been catering for the Bengali 
community in their foreign language books, neither in terms of the quantity of books 
nor in the genres they wanted to read.  

They wanted to read light romantic fiction, family based fiction... a bit of 
escapism, like the rest of us really.  
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As a direct result, the library bought more of these sorts of books.   

The library staff felt that the discussions they had taken part in during the session had 
taught them more about the Bangladeshi community, the way it interacted with other 
communities in Warrington and the importance of language issues within the culture.  

[I learned] just how rich and varied the culture is, it‟s nice to have that 
time, to open a window (Librarian M)  

The women had been eager to interact and interested in what the library had to offer. 
Some were already library members, but the one who was not, immediately joined up 
with her children.  

Although most Warrington library users are not from Ethnic Minorities, of course, staff 
do deal with Ethnic Minority users every day. The difference here was that they came 
as a group and there was face to face contact that went beyond the merely 
transactional. It led to both sides opening up more.  

For me the big difference was having some sustained and quality time, 
talking in depth to people.  Sometimes the interaction is very brief and 
task oriented not just a general conversation. (Librarian M)  

The librarians also gained awareness of the multiple difficulties faced by some of the 
learners with learning difficulties. In the Book box sessions, one librarian found it a real 
eye-opener that a learner was unable to use scissors. She became aware of how 
limited literacy skills contributed to their social isolation and the coping strategies they 
have developed. 

3.4.2 Skills 

The librarians felt they had developed skills in working with people with limited literacy 
skills. They have begun to think about these issues when planning activities and 
sessions in order to be inclusive.  

As we both work with families a lot, it‟s that knowledge that there‟s a lot of 
adults out there with children who have this lack of skills and just to be 
aware of it...that we could perhaps reach them through the children. It‟s 
going up rather than down. Don‟t assume that every parent can sit and 
listen to their child read, because they might not be able to read.  

They have also realised that sometimes they need to slow down and that activities 
make take more than one session.  

They are now offering training for library staff about the project; what they did and what 
they have learned. For example in family learning sessions, when the children are 
looking at the books, they talk to the parents. In the past they would have handed out a 
pack of leaflets about the library. Now they do a display of books, including the Quick 
Reads, and talk about the library services.  

They are also doing more storytelling sessions in the form of sensory stories, using 
props.  

The librarians did have some concerns about their own skills when listening to learners 
read. They were unsure how much to intervene and how to support learners when they 
struggled with a word. Some basic training would have been useful before they started 
to give them confidence and help them make more informed decisions when they were 
assisting learners reading.  

3.4.3 Attitudes and values 

The librarians felt strongly that the project had made a different to their outlook. They 
felt they had developed much greater awareness of literacy issues.  
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I think it‟s opened my eyes really because I really did not understand what 
it means to have that limited  level of skills, how restrictive it was on your 
life, Because you take for granted that you read cereal boxes, cooking 
instructions, signs directing you to particular places; if you actually can‟t 
read, you can‟t read that sign-how we get to places and everything.  

3.4.4 Enjoyment, inspiration, creativity 

The librarians were effusive about their part in the project.  

It was an absolute  joy to work on, really humbling to see that they 
persevered so much to get there in the end; so many obstacles have 
been put in front of them and they‟ve overcome them 

In addition to what they felt they had learned from the learners involved, they also 
commented that they felt that this was the creative and enjoyable part of their role as 
librarians.  

I really enjoyed it; I‟m, doing my job that‟s what I felt like, that this is what 
as a librarian,  I‟m trained to do- to support literacy and promote reading, 
the love of reading,  ... and sharing.. that‟s what we‟re for, not dealing with 
pigeon poo and all those other things we get dragged into.  

3.4.5 Activity, behaviour, progression 

The Flickr sessions were planned to start with an introduction; the learners then 
worked on images on the computers and finally, they moved to the social side with 
refreshments. The learners were very interested in the photographs, particularly in 
those concerned with dress and costume 

Since the early sessions, the library has made an amendment to the programme. They 
have borrowed 3 boxes of material from the museum’s World War II collection. These 
contain a variety of objects, including primary sources, which give a good feel for what 
went on in this country during the war. They plan to incorporate looking at these after 
the refreshments.  

3.5 Policy makers and researchers 

3.5.1 People 

The library staff believe that these sessions are valuable for a range of community 
groups and are optimistic that the sessions are sustainable  

[We hope to continue the sessions as], working with vulnerable groups 
within the community is a service priority so even though resources are 
short it‟s in there as a priority. It doesn‟t really cost very much. It‟s just 
time really.  (Librarian J) 

They feel there could be changes in the marketing policy that would make the book 
box sessions more appealing.  The college suggested future marketing should 
concentrate more on the reading of a whole book and the IT aspects  as more adult-
friendly and place  less emphasis on the craft aspects of the course.  

3.5.2 Places 

The project has helped some learners to move out of their comfort zones in terms of 
places to study. One learner, in particular now moves from centre to centre and tutor to 
tutor, which she never would have done before. This was a real achievement for her, 
although it would not be recognised in terms of the normal success criteria.  
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3.5.3 Partnerships 

The partnership between the college and the library worked to everyone’s benefit. 
They felt they had been ‘easy’ partners and the relationship spilled out into other areas.  
They feel that a desire to do the best for learners had united them into a common 
cause and this transfers to other work.  A new project planned to run with NEETs and 
teenage mums will draw on a similar skill set.  

3.5.4 Policies, plans, performance 

There is potential for continuing the focus on reading within the Entry level one and 
Entry level two classes at the college.  Learners who are doing the accredited Reading 
unit could make book boxes as a project that would evidence that they have met the 
criteria. This would also take the project into the mainstream and make it sustainable  
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4. Birmingham  

4.1 What did they do? 

Birmingham prison joined the project much later than the other two participants. Their 
involvement took place over the month of February 2011. Both the project and the 
evaluation were hindered by Education dept staff changes and later, by staff industrial 
action, as the announcement of the prison being privatised was released.  The project 
took the form of two interventions by prison and city library staff: 

¶ Increased weekly visits to the prison library. The prison is split over two areas. 
The East side is some distance from the library and in the past there has been 
no access to the library so library staff have gone to them with books. The West 
side is adjacent to the library and have therefore always had easy access to it.  

¶ Visit by Spoz, a performance poet, who worked with two groups of Entry level 
one and Entry level two learners to create their own multimedia poem   

Information on the learners can be found in Appendix three. 

4.2 Libraries 

4.2.1 Knowledge and understanding 

The project in Birmingham was limited because they had had no lead in time which is 
critical in prisons. Time is needed to make any modifications in prisons and because 
Birmingham prison was undergoing transformation itself, it was even harder to effect 
change.  

The poetry sessions in the library meant that it had to be closed for a couple of days for 
general use. Numbers of users were therefore down for those days. The focus on 
targets meant that this caused a problem for the library service which is judged on 
numbers of users. There needs to be a shift in thinking towards different ways of 
recognising effectiveness and success of the service.  

4.2.2 Enjoyment, inspiration, creativity 

Spoz evaluated the attitude of the men after reading aloud their poem by noting: 

As I played back their recorded voices, it was very plain to see the look of 
pride and achievement on their faces. 

After the second session when he played them the film he had made using their words 
and added images, he noted again: 

The look of pride and achievement on the faces of all the men was very 
plain to see, as the end of each film was met with smiles and applause! 
 
From my point of view, I believe the project was a great success and I hope 
it has enthused the men who took part with their writing and literacy-
especially poetry. 

4.2.3 Activity, behaviour, progression 

The library staff have been building stronger links with the education department in the 
prison. Two of the library staff make weekly visits to classes on the east side who are 
unable to visit the library themselves due to the distance. They take books to an Entry 
level one class; an Entry level two class and a PreEntry ESOL class. The ESOL class 
are reluctant to read in English but seem to be literate in their own languages and they 
borrow dual language books.   
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In the past, library staff visited classes to take requests, but now they take over a 
variety of reading resources and promote literacy activities like Toe by Toe and the 6 
Book Challenge.  They visit each class with their bag of resources which consists of 
books (Quick Reads, Dual language books, paperbacks), magazines, newspapers, 
comics etc. They stay for at least an hour and talk about the 6 Book Challenge and 
Toe by Toe, give details and try and get learners enrolled on one of those schemes. 
They still take requests, which can be fulfilled through the prison library or from 
Birmingham library stock.  

Toe by Toe is promoted with Entry Level 1 classes and the 6 Book Challenge with 
Entry Level 2. The education department has integrated the 6 Book Challenge into 
their teaching.  

The librarians take a professional pride in these visits and see them as an important 
part of their role: 

My staff enjoy going over there because it‟s a different environment; it‟s 
getting the numbers in that we need to get in and also serving those 
prisoners who don‟t get direct access... (Librarian R) 
 
...and also they would be groups that traditionally would  probably never 
have used the library so  there‟s that whole confidence building-  we‟re the 
library and we‟re quite nice and friendly and we‟re doing things for you.   
(Librarian S) 
 

Prior to the project, West side visited the prison library but numbers were not as strong 
as during the project. It had been an ad hoc arrangement but this has now been 
formalised into an obligatory visit for the Entry level classes and is now an integral part 
of the teaching programme. In terms of access to library resources this has been a 
good outcome for both education areas.  

The Head of Learning and Skills is now suggesting that East side should also have a 
formal visit to the library from each education site. They are now trying to fit in an 
education visit from the East side to the library but problems lie in the distance and 
escorting responsibilities.  

It is hoped that the visits will continue after the project. They have been embedded into 
the education timetable but there is no certainty over what will happen when the prison 
is under new management.  

The figures for attendance at the library from West side groups show a substantial 
increase in the week following Spoz’ sessions (February week 4) and continues to be 
somewhat higher during the following month  

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ATTENDANCE: NOV 2010 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

22+8 28 ?? 20+6 20+10 

114 

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ATTENDANCE: DEC 2010 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 
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18+12 19+25 20+15 XMAS ------ 

109 

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ATTENDANCE: JAN 2011 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

36 14+23 23+14 21+17 ------ 

148 

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ATTENDANCE: FEB 2011 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

16+21 15+20 20+16 PROJECT 20+9+6+15 

158 

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ATTENDANCE: MAR 2011 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

18+23 15+22 21+25 17+24 21+18 

204 

 

The second activity was a visit from a performance poet, Giovanni Esposito (Spoz). 
The sessions were run with two groups (one in the morning and one in the afternoon) 
across two days. In the morning he went into the Entry Level 1 group and in the 
afternoon, the Entry Level 2 group. Each group brainstormed ideas for poems and 
wrote notes as the basis for a poem. On the second day Spoz returned with the basis 
of the poem and worked on it with the men. They read it aloud and discussed images 
that might be appropriate to visualise the words. Spoz put the words and images 
together into a multimedia presentation. He returned with the final product and all 
learners received certificates for their involvement.   

As a result of their involvement, there were increased enquiries at the library because 
some men came back and asked for reading books or books to help with technical 
aspects of literacy like spelling. Copies of the poems were displayed on the wings. 

4.2.4 Evaluations of poetry session 

An evaluation of the poetry session was completed by 14 learners who attended the 
session with Spoz. It shows that the men rated the session highly and found it relevant 
to their needs and interests.   

 
Q1 Please rate the session you have just attended  
J10         2     K0         0      L0           no answer 2 
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Q2 Did you find the session relevant?  
Yes 14    no 0 
 
Q3 Please rate the resources used in the session (1 = excellent  6 = poor)  
1= 11    2= 1    3= 0   4= 0     5=1    6=1 
 
Q4 was this session too easy or too hard?   
Too easy  9         too hard    4 
 
Q5 will you be attending the next session?        
Yes 13              No 1 (had to go to court) 
 

The mixed feedback on the materials used and the difficulty of the session may be due 
to problems with the evaluation form. There was space to write comments on the form, 
but no-one took the opportunity to write any.  

There are also photographs showing the men receiving their certificates of 
achievement and proudly displaying them. 

Another measure of the success of the sessions was to look at library books issued. 
On both the East and the West side, the number of books issued increased during the 
week of the poetry session, but dropped back to normal during the following weeks. 
However, as issues are dependent upon prison staff being available to accompany the 
men across the prison grounds, the figures may not be significant.  

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ISSUES: NOV 2010 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

25 2 22 23 ------ 

72 

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ISSUES: DEC 2010 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

32 28 32 XMAS ------ 

95 

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ISSUES: JAN 2011 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

21 10 31 22 36 

120 

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ISSUES: FEB 2011 
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WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

23 11 19 43 ------ 

86 

WEST SIDE EDUCATION ISSUES: MAR 2011 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

8 19 18 33 ------ 

78 

 

EAST SIDE EDUCATION ISSUES: JAN 2011 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

10 13 8 8 ------ 

39 

EAST SIDE EDUCATION ISSUES: FEB 2011 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

12 7 5 18 ----- 

42 

EAST SIDE EDUCATION ISSUES: MAR 2011 

WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 

7 6 11 9 ----- 

33 

 

Figures for those engaging in the 6 Book Challenge seem to have increased 
substantially after the project; on the other hand those for Toe by Toe seem to have 
declined. 

6 BOOK CHALLENGE FIGURES 2010/2011 

DEC JAN FEB MAR APRIL 

6+6+6+6 4+13+12+13+17 20+18+19+26 26+21+24+18  

24 59 83 89  

 

TOE BY TOE FIGURES 2010/2011 

DEC JAN FEB MAR APRIL 

33+33+33+33 30+31+33+34+30 29+25+29+33 31+31+24+27  

132 158 116 113  
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5.  Conclusions  

5.1 General  

5.1.1 There is no agreed definition of what reading for pleasure is. Both 
‘reading’ and ‘pleasure’ are debatable terms and can be defined in 
different ways.  

5.1.2  ‘Beginning’ readers are, in essence, no different from emergent readers 
or any other readers. They want interesting, attractive materials with an 
appropriate balance of accessibility and challenge.   

5.1.3 When literacy learners partake in new experiences it can have an impact 
not just on their own learning, but on those around them such as their 
families, friends and carers.  

5.2 Tutors 

5.2.1 When learners are attending a literacy class as well as being engaged in 
special projects it is hard for them and for others to gauge what has been 
learned specifically from each. What is important is that they are able to 
make links between the learning that takes place in different domains of 
their lives and build upon them.  

5.2.2 The ability to select a book appropriate for your needs, interests and 
reading level is an important skill to be learned. Activities to help learners 
make these decisions are useful in promoting autonomy and enabling 
learners to make appropriate choices when they visit a library or 
bookshop.  

5.2.3 An emphasis on reading for pleasure involves the tutor focusing on both 
methods and materials.  

5.3 Teaching Methods 

5.3.1 Some learners feel that how they read is possibly more important than 
what they read. A supportive and well-managed classroom environment is 
essential for those who are reading aloud in a group.  

5.3.2 Group reading aloud helps all members of a group to keep to the same 
point in the story, facilitating discussion, but not everyone enjoys this type 
of reading. There is little call for reading aloud in everyday life and it is not 
a skill that is necessary for everyone. However, in a classroom situation, it 
can be supportive and encouraging for some learners who rate it very 
highly; for others, it can be embarrassing and demotivating, so sensitive 
negotiation is needed.  

5.3.3 Factors which made group reading successful included: ensuring all the 
learners in the group know and trust each other; allowing time for 
individuals to rehearse; marking up the text with different lengths of 
reading passage so that readers can read different amounts depending on 
their skills and confidence; splitting a large group into smaller groupings 
can be helpful (if there are extra people such as LSAs who can facilitate).  

5.3.4 Paired reading is a useful technique that can be less exposing than group 
reading and has been shown to develop reading fluency.  

5.3.5 Reading the book is an important activity but also key to developing an 
interest in reading for pleasure is talk around the book. Making links 
between the content of the book and the reader’s own life experience is a 
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way of validating that experience and making a text interesting and 
pleasurable to read.   

5.3.6 Reading for pleasure can be used as an opportunity to discuss reading in 
general and tutors might find it useful as a vehicle both to determine 
attitudes to reading and learners’ interests in particular texts.  

5.3.7   Whilst reading is a worthwhile end in itself, discussing a text is also a 
useful stimulus for writing. The ability to make links between reading and 
writing is an important literacy skill.  

5.3.8 Teachers felt that a focus on reading improved their practice in a variety of 
ways: they were more aware of learners’ interests and what sorts of texts 
might engage them; materials they developed for use with particular texts 
could be used as a framework for approaching other texts; they increased 
their repertoire of methods, activities and materials; they used more visual 
and kinaesthetic materials and more hands-on approaches; they relied 
less on worksheets and more on the learners’ contributions through their 
oral skills and ideas.  

5.3.9 There is little in the adult literacy core curriculum about reading for 
pleasure. Therefore tutors who wish to focus on it have to either find ways 
of fitting it in with curriculum demands or find pursue literacy projects 
operating outside the curriculum.   

5.3.10 Tutors linking with the curriculum concentrated on: reading for information; 
reading and writing particular text types (such as narratives); strategies 
that help with comprehension and/or spelling;  

5.3.11 Project work like that developed through the book box scheme can be 
incorporated into curriculum-based or accredited work, by providing 
evidence for learners’ portfolios.  

5.4 Materials to support Reading for Pleasure 

5.4.1 Learners derive pleasure from all sorts of reading materials- on screen 
and on paper; fiction and non-fiction. They may also enjoy reading texts 
not normally thought of as appropriate for ‘reading for pleasure’ eg maps, 
manuals, recipes. The crucial factor is that the texts are interesting and 
relevant. 

5.4.2 Learners enjoy and can reap benefits from reading at home if the books 
are appropriate. Learners often find it helpful to have recordings of books 
(on tape or CD) to read along to, but many recordings are too fast which 
makes uncomfortable reading. 

5.4.3 It is important for materials to be current to maintain learners’ interest but 
some beginning readers have little access to information about current 
affairs and have difficulty accessing reading material that relies overly on 
what is in the news. 

5.4.4 Although some learners like to move through activities at a fast pace, 
others can benefit from a more relaxed environment. Spending time on a 
single book without the pressures of the curriculum or accreditation can be 
beneficial.  

5.4.5 For learners, making materials for others to use (such as Book boxes) can 
be motivating and boost confidence.  
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5.4.6 Learners who find IT mystifying or frightening might be encouraged to use 
it for a specific purpose such as researching a chosen subject. It then 
becomes just a tool like any other to achieve a specific purpose.  

5.5 Building confidence 

5.5.1 Experience of success in reading for pleasure can increase learners’ 
confidence and build their self-esteem. However, there is no real evidence 
that reading for pleasure builds confidence more than successful 
completion of other literacy activities.  

5.5.2 The achievement felt in reading a whole book, whatever its size, should 
not be under-estimated. This is particularly so for those who have not 
previously been able to do this.  

5.6 Libraries  

5.6.1 Partnerships between literacy tutors and the library service were beneficial 
to both groups and benefited the learners in a variety of ways. 

5.7 Library Staff 

5.7.1  While many beginning readers use libraries frequently and successfully, 
others find them daunting to use. Librarians can help learners by showing 
a human face and being sensitive to such anxieties.   

5.7.2 Library staff can make a valuable contribution to literacy learners 
beginning to engage in reading for pleasure, but they need awareness 
training and support in this role so that they are able to present their ideas 
and information in ways that are accessible to beginning readers   

5.7.3 Visits by librarians to literacy classes are a good way of introducing the 
library facilities and ensuring there will be a familiar face for those who 
make it to the library. Librarians recommend talking face to face, using 
visuals and interactive activities as a way of raising awareness about the 
library rather than packs of written material and maps.  

5.7.4 Visits by literacy learners to libraries can also be greatly facilitated by 
friendly faces and interactive activities. Visits may need following up if 
learners are to be encouraged to continue making use of the library.  

5.7.5 Arranging visits to the library in a prison may be more complex than 
outside but if it can be integrated into literacy classes, it can help to 
promote reading for pleasure  

5.7.6 Library Stock 

5.7.7 Libraries can support  literacy tutors through various means: tutor tickets 
enable tutors to take out a range of books on long loan to offer learners; 
sets of books which are likely to be useful as class ‘readers’; library staff 
who are knowledgeable about their stock can advise on selecting an 
appropriate book.  

5.7.8 Within the library, it is important to display materials for beginning readers 
clearly as they are often nervous about entering a library and might find it 
hard to follow signs.  Books that are promoted well are borrowed more 
often. Personal recommendation is key to encouraging borrowing. Glossy 
covers and arresting images are as attractive to beginning readers as to 
any library users.  
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5.7.9 Shorter and simpler books can be marketed to other groups besides 
literacy learners: people wanting to get back into reading after a break, 
who can’t face a big book; those with memory or concentration problems; 
disabled or elderly readers who cannot hold a heavy book. Seeing them 
as not just for beginning and emergent readers can be helpful in 
marketing.  

5.7.10 Local history is a strong motivator, not just for those who remember the 
past in their locale but for others if they are able to make comparisons with 
other times and other places.  

5.7.11 Sessions, such as those using archive photos, can be very engaging and, 
to make the most effective use of them, they should be followed up with 
opportunities for reflection and discussion.  

5.8 Organisations  
 

Partnerships 

5.8.1 Raising awareness of both library and literacy staff about each others’ 
work can benefit both organizations. 

Other issues  

5.8.2 Many individual tutors develop useful materials, but organisations need to 
find ways of disseminating and sharing these to promote good practice 
across the organisation. A Virtual Learning Environment (VLE)  is a useful 
way of doing this, but tutors need training in how to upload and download 
resources.  

5.8.3 Special projects to promote reading for pleasure can be supported by 
appropriate marketing that emphasises the adult nature of such projects 
and links it in with other motivating factors such as the development if IT 
skills.  

5.8.4 Where students work on individual projects such as creating book boxes, 
they need individual attention. This would be very hard for a tutor on her 
own, and volunteers are needed to support learners on a 1:1 basis.  

5.8.5 When promoting project work in prisons, it is crucial to have a good lead-in 
period as institutional change may take longer within the secure 
environment.   

5.8.6 Special events, such as a poetry reading and writing session, can be 
motivating and encouraging for beginning readers, but need to be followed 
up in literacy classes if they are to have a lasting impact on the learners.  
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6. Recommendations  

6.1 Literacy tutors should consider: 

6.1.1 Investigating diverse ways of providing learners with interesting, attractive 
reading materials with an appropriate balance of accessibility and 
challenge.  They could approach their local libraries for assistance with 
this. 

6.1.2 Helping learners make links between what they learn from reading and 
what they are learning in other domains of their lives 

6.1.3 Providing work on selecting books as a way of promoting autonomy, so 
that learners are able to make their own decisions about what they might 
want to read  

6.1.4 Paying attention to different methods of reading as well as different texts 
and genres 

Teaching methods 

6.1.5 Developing collaborative reading practices if this is something their 
learners would feel comfortable with 

6.1.6 Using reading for pleasure as a way of developing speaking and listening 
skills and developing talk around the book’s content. Discussing themes, 
characters, settings, plotlines can all hold learners’ interest. Some learners 
are happy to give their own opinions, but another way in for others is to 
see the aspects of the book from another person’s point of view (either a 
character within the book or someone known to the learner). Most 
importantly, the tutor needs to find ways of helping the learner to make 
links between the content of the book and their own life experience.   

6.1.7 Using reading for pleasure as an opportunity to discuss reading practices 
inside and outside the classroom; attitudes to reading and learners’ 
interests in different types of texts. 

6.1.8 Making explicit the links between reading and writing 

6.1.9 Providing variety in their practice for teaching reading taking account of 
learners’ interests; making links (and noting differences) between different 
types of texts; reducing their use of worksheets and replacing them with 
visual and kinaesthetic materials and learner-led contributions 

6.1.10 Thinking of ways that reading for pleasure can be built into classroom 
practice. This could be done as a small part of a lesson (at the beginning 
or end of a session); as a project for a few weeks of the term or as a way 
of developing strategies for approaching reading generally 

Materials to support Reading for Pleasure 

6.1.11 Making use of existing links or developing new links with their local library 
service to supply material and support learners in their reading both inside 
and outside literacy classes.  

6.1.12 Ensuring that materials and ideas are shared across the organisation 
through regular meetings or an electronic forum such as a VLE; if a VLE is 
used, tutors need training in uploading and downloading resources 

6.1.13 Encouraging reading for pleasure outside the classroom. Learners at E1 
and E2 might need support in this and providing a recorded version of a 
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book can be helpful (although beware of recordings at an inappropriate 
speed) 

6.1.14 Choosing reading material with reference to learners’ own understanding 
and experience of life; sometimes this means taking advantage of current 
issues, but not all learners will find these accessible or interesting  

6.1.15 Making materials for use by other learners can provide learners with an 
authentic purpose for reading and writing which can be motivating for 
them 

6.1.16 Using IT for project work can be a way of demystifying it and providing an 
authentic purpose for its use 

Building confidence 

6.1.17 Finding ways of taking the pressure away from reading at times, so that 
learners can just enjoy a book for its own sake 

6.2 Librarians should consider: 
 

Library staff 

6.2.1 Ensuring that all frontline staff are aware of the barriers to library use 
experienced by some beginning readers and the value of human contact 
in the alleviation of those barriers 

6.2.2 Training some staff to be specialists in stock suitable for beginning 
readers who can advise such readers and their tutors on appropriate 
reading material  

6.2.3 Having some planned materials and activities to support library visits for 
literacy groups; ensuring that they always offer some face to face contact 
with such groups rather than handing out packs of written material  

6.2.4 Providing opportunities for evening as well as daytime visits for learners 

Library stock  

6.2.5 Using the expertise of literacy tutors to advise on the suitability of stock for 
Entry level learners 

6.2.6 Setting up (and promoting) procedures that enable tutors and learners to 
make use of their collections for example, special tutor or learner tickets 

6.2.7 Making their stock for beginning readers accessible to new library users. 
This might mean moving the stacks to a prominent position in the library; 
improving signage and display; choosing attractive covers to display face 
on  

6.2.8 Stocking and promoting group sets of appropriate books and providing 
options for learners to borrow books with CDs  

6.2.9 Ensuring that stock  appropriate for beginning readers is not marketed as 
just for literacy learners, but for any group of library users who might 
welcome a shorter read  

6.2.10 How to use their local history collections to promote learning and inspire 
beginning readers to talk and read about their local area.  
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6.3 Libraries and providers should consider:  
Partnerships  

6.3.1 Developing and maintain partnerships between tutors and librarians which 
will support both and, most importantly, benefit literacy learners. 

6.3.2 Developing personal contacts and liaison between key staff in libraries 
and providers, both at management level and amongst frontline staff  

6.3.3 Providing training for library staff in literacy awareness and for literacy staff 
in library procedures to promote greater understanding and thus more 
effective partnerships  

Other issues 

6.3.4 Marketing special projects to promote reading for pleasure with an 
emphasis on the adult nature of such projects and with links to other 
motivating factors such as the development of IT skills 

6.3.5 Using trained volunteers to support learners on projects that require 
individual attention on a 1:1 basis 

6.3.6 Ensuring that any project work planned within prisons has a long lead-in 
time to ensure the institution can manage changes  

6.3.7 Integrating library visits within literacy classes in a prison environment 

6.3.8 Providing one-off special events such as poetry sessions as a way into 
reading for pleasure, but ensuring that these are followed up for a lasting 
impact on learners 

6.3.9 Balancing the need for easy access to reading material by having books 
selected and provided by library staff against the need for learner 
autonomy by encouraging them to visit the library and choose their own 
books.  
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7 Appendices 

7.1: Essex 
Tutors  

name 
of 
tutor 

where no 
classes 

no 
learners  

no 
learners 
E1/2 

gender 
tutor 

age tutor 

CM Clacton 
Colchester 
Colchester 

1 am 
1pm 
1 eve 

13 
11 
11 

3 
5 
7 

f 54 

KG Clacton 1am 
1pm 

5 
5 

5 
5 

f  

KC Colchester 1 am 7 7 f  

JM Brentwood  1 am 
1am 
1 am 
1 eve 

7 
4 
6 
8 

5 
0 
4 
2 

f  

total    77 43   

 
 
Learners  
 

Tutor 1 

 gender age ethnicity 1st lang disability lit 
level 
at 
outs
et 

prev ed no 
yrs 
in lit 
clas
ses 

class attendance 

M1 m 49 white British Eng n pre-
E 

school no quals 1 colch 
get on in eng 

83% 

M2  f 27 white British eng LD E1/2 school no quals new colch 
get on in eng 

83% 

M3 m 60 white British eng n E2 school no quals 4+ colch 
get on in eng 

94% 

M4 m 48 white British eng autistic E2 school no quals new Clacton All levels 76% 
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spectrum 

M5 m 30 white British eng n E2 school no quals new Clacton All levels 82% 

M6 f 44 white British eng LD E2 school no quals 2 colch 
get on in eng 

72% 

M7 f 43 white British eng n E3 school no quals 1 colch 
get on in eng 

89% 

M8 f 44 white British eng n E3 school no quals 4+ colch 
get on in eng 

94% 

M9 f 60 white British eng  L1 school no quals new clacton all levels 
 

79% 

 
Tutor 2 
 

 gender age ethnicity 1st lang disability lit level at 
outset 

prev ed no yrs 
in lit 
classes 

class 

1 m 32 white British Eng mental health/autistic 
spectrum? 

E2/L1 spiky worked in 
computers 
until mental 
health probs 

1 Get on in Eng  

2  f 51 white British eng dyslexia E2  new Get on in Eng 

3 m 29 white British eng Downs Synd E3  2 Get on in Eng 

4 f 67 white British eng  E2  3 Get on in Eng 

5 f 45 white British eng  E2  new Get on in Eng 

6 m 57 white British eng stroke /memory loss E2/3 spiky  4 get on in eng 

7 m 62 white British eng dyslexia 
mobility issues 

E2  4 get on in eng 

8 f 38 white British eng speech / mobility 
probs 

E3  2 get on in eng 

9 m 37 white British eng MLD 
cerebral palsy 

E2  4 get on in eng 

10 m 51 white British eng dyslexia E2  2 get on in eng 

11 f 50 white British eng dyslexia E1  new get on in eng 

12 m 24 white British eng dyslexia E2  2 get on in eng 



   

49 

 

Tutor 3 
 

 gender age ethnicity 1st lang disability lit level at 
outset 

prev ed no yrs in lit 
classes 

class 

1 m 21 white 
British 

Eng unspecified E1  4 Eng-step up 

2  f 53 white 
British 

eng dyslexia E1  15 Eng-step up 

3 m 31 white 
British 

eng hearing E1/2  2 Eng-step up 

4 m 37 Black 
British 

eng unspecified
/visual 

E1  5 Eng-step up 

5 m 41 white 
British 

eng unspecified E1  10  Eng-step up 

6 m 29 white 
British 

eng n E1/2  new  
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7.2: Warrington 

 

 gender age ethnicity 1st lang disability lit level at 
outset 

no yrs in 
lit 
classes 

class 

B1 f 39 white British Eng complex LDs E2 3+ Improve yr Eng  

B2  f 51 white British eng N E2 new Improve yr Eng  

B3 f 38 white British eng N E2 3+ Improve yr Eng 

B4 m 26 white British other profound 
and complex 
LD 

Pre-E new none 

B5 f 53 white British eng mental 
illness 

E2 1 none 

B6 m 22 Asian British Urdu profound/co
mplex 

E2 2+ Really Useful 
English 

B7 f 49 white British eng N E2 2+ Improve yr Eng 

B8 m 52 white British eng profound/co
mplex 

Pre-E new left course early 

B9 m 48 white British eng profound/co
mplex 

E1 new  left course early  

B10 m 61 white British eng not known E2 2.5  Really Useful 
English 

B11 f 67 white British eng none E2 3+ Really Useful 
English 

B12 f 40 white British eng profound/co
mplex 

Pre E/E1 1 Really Useful 
English 

B13 f 67 white British eng profound/co
mplex 

Pre-E new none  

F1 f 30 Asian British  n  E2 new Family language 

F2 f 36 Asian British  Bengali n E1/E2 new  

F3 f 28 Asian British  Bengali n E2 new  

F4 f 36 Asian British  n E3 new  
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7.3: Birmingham 

 

 gender age ethnicity 1st lang disability lit level at 
outset 

no yrs in lit 
classes 

class 

am1 m 30 Asian Indian   n Pre E new E1 

am2 m 28 Asian Afghan   E1 new E1 

am3 
 

m 38 Polish Polish  N E1 new E2 

am4 m 26 Asian Pakistani  n E1 new E1 

am5 m 25 Asian Iraqi  n E1 new E1  

am6 m 44 white British English  n E1 new  E1  

pm7 
 

m 23 white British English N E2 new E2  

pm8 m 38 Asian Pakistani  n Pre-E new E2 

pm9 m 32 Asian Pakistani  n E2 new E2 

pm10 m 34 Asian Indian  n E2 new E2 

pm11 m 27 Lithuanian  Lithuanian n E1 new E2  

pm12 m 41 Black Nigerian  n E3 new E1 

pm13 m 29 Asian Pakistani  n E1 new E2 

 
 
 
 


