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Reading for pleasure

A 2013 research paper by two academics at the Centre for Longitudinal Studies on the
beneficial effects of reading for pleasure in childhood has attracted a remarkable amount of

interest from schools, libraries and literacy organisations around the world.

This case study shows how the findings have been used to help protect library services, to
persuade children of all ages to spend more time reading, and to encourage parents to
support school sd home reading initiatives.

The research has also influenced the thinking of policy-makers, educationists and local
authority administrators in not only the UK but a number of other English-speaking

countries.



What the research discovered

Where the study can
The CLS study found that children who read for pleasure be found

made more progress in maths, as well as vocabulary and
spelling, between the ages of 10 and 16 than those who sullivan. A. and Brown. M.

(2013) Social inequalities in
cognitive scores at age 16:
The role of reading. CLS

rarely read.

The research, which is believed to be the first to examine
the effect of reading for pleasure on cognitive development
over time, was conducted by Professor Alice Sullivan and
Matt Brown. They analysed the reading behaviour of
approximately 6,000 members of the 1970 British Cohort
Study, which is managed by CLS and funded by the
Economic and Social Research Council. Their research
looked at how often cohort members read for pleasure
during childhood and their test results at ages 5, 10 and
16.

Working Paper 2013/10.
London: Centre for
Longitudinal Studies

http://www.cls.ioe.ac.uk/sh
ared/get-

file.ashx?itemtype=docume
nt&id=1719

Perhaps surprisingly, reading for pleasurewasf ound t o be more I mportatl
cognitive development between ages 10 and 16 than their parents' level of education. The

combined effect on children’'s progress of reading books often, going to the library regularly

and reading newspapers at 16 was four times greater than the advantage children gained

from having a parent with a degree.

What the researchers have done to promote their findings

High-profile radio interviews: Pr of essor Sullivan was intervi
flagship morning radio programme, Today, on September 11, 2013.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-24045371 She also gave interviews to BBC London

TV, Sky News (radio), BBC regional stations and Al Jazeera, the Qatar-based broadcaster.

Guardian article: Professor Sullivan wrote a Guardian blog about her research, which has
since been shared via social media more than 3,000 times.
http://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2013/sep/16/reading-improves-childrens-
brains

Conference presentation: She also addressed the ReaderOr gani sati onds annt
conference on May 15, 2014, at the British Library in London.
http://www.thereader.org.uk/events/conference.aspx

About BCS70

The 1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70) follows the lives of more than 17,000 people born
in England, Scotland and Wales in a single week of 1970. Over the course of cohort

member soé | ives, BCS70 has collected infor
social development, and economic circumstances, among other factors. Since the birth
survey in 1970, there have been eight surveys at ages 5, 10, 16, 26, 30, 34, 38 and 42.
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Press release: The researchers, working in

collaboration with CLS communications staff, also Stop Press:

issued a press release on their findings, which

triggered a huge amount of media attention. See On the day this case study was

fReading for pleasure puts children ahead in the published, the Department for

classroom, study findso September 11, 2013 Education released an important
http://www.ioe.ac.uk/newsEvents/89938.html (the policy document which also
principal Press reports NN ENErN, R RN T N und
coverageo ) . research -- Reading: the next

steps. Supporting higher

standards in schools

Different forms of impact https://www.gov.uk/government/p
ublications/reading-supporting-
Social science research can have various types of higher-standards-in-schools
impact beyond the world of academia. It can _ : :
influence changes in policy or practice. Sometimes it IS UGy ReET K]

can even affect the behaviour of the public. More foreword by Nick Gibb, Minister
often, however, such research has a conceptual of State for School Reform, sets
impact, changing peopl eds k il how the government will
understanding and attitudes towards certain issues. LIS SUSEUVERORINIIEE
reading standard
Sullivan and Br oundodbsedlyfhadn EUECEENERENINCEEN SN SNNN BCE
the latter form of impact, as this case study will : :
demonstrate. But they also appear to have It cites Sulliva
influenced the thinking of politicians and policy- 2013 study and states (see page
makers i in the UK and other English-speaking 18): fAReading fo
countries. also been found to be linked to

greater progress in spelling and
mathematics skills. Recent
longitudinal research found the

Policy uses of the CLS study

impact of reading for pleasure on
progress in vocabulary,
arithmetic and spelling between
the ages of 10 and 16 to be four
times greater than the impact of
having a parent

The research was highlighted in the British Labour
partyos educ at'jpablished m Aprilc y
2014. In his foreword to the report, David Blunkett
MP, the former Secretary of State for Education and
Empl oyment, said: Aé sti
programmes of learning, which light a candle and
engender a love of learning for life, must also be
central to our goals. Indeed, an Institute of Education study in autumn 2013 found that
children who read for pleasure perform significantly better at school in maths as well as
English. o

magi

There is also evidence that Sull i varmoldeson Br ow
reading and libraries in England, Scotland, and internationally i at either a national,

regional or individual library/school level. Here are some other examples of how the findings

have been used:

! Blunkett, David; Review of education structures, functions and the raising of standards for all i Putting
students and parentsfirst, April 2014 (published as part of the Labo
policy review process ahead of the 2015 General Election).

http://www.yourbritain.org.uk/uploads/editor/files/130514 Report FINAL.pdf
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Australia: The research has been cited many times by schools and state government

of ficials in South Australia in order to supp:
running literacy initiative. When the organisers of the Challenge announced that the

scheme would focus on secondary schoolsin2014 t hey referred to Sull
finding that reading for pleasure between ages 10 and 16 boosted all-round attainment.

Canada: The National Reading Campaign draws attention to the study in its web-based

6tool kité for par endisr whioi Iwharngn &@ so idretveerl eosgpt tihn
theviceec hair of the cityds | ibrary board has usec
public libraries merit public investment.

England: Sul |l i van and Brownds findi ngseviéwaoltlee f ed
economic contribution of libraries and the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills

inquiry into adult literacy and numeracy. A number of local authorities in England have also

given serious consideration to the research and its messages for library and school reading
policies.

New Zealand: The Nati onal Li brary of New Zeal and has:s
findings in its web-based guidance for teachers on how to create a reading culture in the
nationds school s

Scotland: In November2 013, Lin Ander son, -rmemberSocietyfof t he Ul
Authors cited the CLS findings in the first paragraph of her open letter to Edinburgh City

Council protesting about plans to cut school librarian posts. The council later withdrew their

plans in view of such public protests. The research also featured in a major Scottish review

of the impact of school libraries on learning led by Professor Dorothy Williams of Aberdeen
Business School 6s | MAGES Research Institute.



United States: In Hillsboro,Oregon, the cityds | i brary manager
successb6 as one of #tllvei rexlpeywi o algs tfhan Bwwl4 i v
shows that reading for pl-reumdsperformancea(furtieo ost c¢c hi
information on all of these policy-related uses of the research is provided below).

Conceptual impact and influence on practice

Proving conceptual impact is seldom
easy but one of the ways it can be shown
is by measuring public reaction to a
particul ar piece af
di scussion have the
AWhat form has this

The scale of the reaction to Sullivan and
Browndés findings is
demonstrated by one statistic i the
number of times the press release on
their findings has been accessed by
visitors to the UCL Institute of Education
and CLS websites. By early February
2015 that total had risen to more than 75,000 No other press release issued by CLS or the
IOE in recent years has attracted that amount of attention.

The initial publicity also led to CLS receiving many phone calls and emails from schools,
libraries, academics, students, literacy charities and policy-makers seeking further
information about the research. Most of these follow-up requests came from UK
organisations. But as this document will demonstrate, countries throughout the English-
speaking world have also expressed exceptional interest in the Sullivan and Brown study.

Many libraries and literacy charities have used the research findings to advocate the

benefiisof reading for pleasure (See OLibraries ar
Headteachers in the UK, Australia, US and Canada have also highlighted the findings in

news|l etters or presentations for parentsoin o
list).

Many schools have informed their pupils about the findings,too--of t en i n a headt
address to the school assembly. One school, Robert Smyth Academy in Market

Harborough, Leicestershire, went even further in order to ensure thatthe studydé s f i ndi n g ¢
got across to its pupils. It asked its GCSE English candidates to read the BBC News report

on the CLS research as part of a homework exercise.

Understandabl vy, publishers, including the wor|
Scholastic, have also used the findings to promote the value of their wares.

? Between September 11, 2013 and January 23, 2014, the press release had 49,757 unique page views on
the CLS website and 25,653 unique page views on the IOE website, making a total of 75,410. The average
time spent on the page was 4min 30sec, suggesting that most people read the whole release.



Policy reviews

Labour party

AfReview of education structures, functions an:
students and parents f {(2014)tSullivanlarsdBownd EnBings arec y Re:
highlighted by David Blunkett, the former Education Secretary, in his foreword to this report
http://www.yourbritain.org.uk/uploads/editor/files/130514 Report FINAL.pdf

Arts Council England

fEvidence review of theecon o mi ¢ cont r i b u 20l4). Mhisditeratdreirdvievar i e s 0
summari ses the CLS studyodos key findings (see
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/pdf/Evidence _review_economic_contribution_|

ibraries.pdf

Reading Agency

The agency cited the CLS study in its evidence to the 2014 Department of Business,
Innovation and Skills inquiry into adult literacy and numeracy.
http://readingagency.org.uk/adults/The%20Reading%20Agency%20for%20BIS%20Inquiry
%200n%20adult%20literacy%20and%20numeracy%206%20Feb%202014.pdf

Scotland

fimpact of school libraries on learningd (2 Orifical yeview of published evidence to

inform the Scottish education community. This review, led by Professor Dorothy Williams, of
Aberdeen Business School s | MAGES Research | n:
CLS research.
https://openair.rqu.ac.uk/bitstream/10059/1093/1/Williams%20Impact%200f%20school%20I
ibraries%200n%20learning%20SLIC.pdf

Other major bodies and initiatives

UK

National Child and Maternal Health Intelligence Network (Public Health England)
This site provides a link to the Sullivan and Brown study.
http://www.chimat.org.uk/resource/item.aspx?RID=194820

Teaching English (website run by the British Council and BBC World Service)

This website article quotes Professor Sullivan and concludes: fin our roles, wherever we

are, we ought to raise awareness on this issue, as teachers, trainers, parents, members of

a community ... and not only because it seems children who read for pleasure are likely to

do significantly better at school than their peers,but as Jane Austen woul d
after all there is no enjoyment like reading!"
http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/blogs/admin/underlining-importance-encouraging-
children-read-%E2%80%93-even-digital-age
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New Zealand

Ministry of Education

ANati onal T Rewgs$ | Taibeestetter is
aimed at middle leaders in secondary schools
throughout New Zealand. It is produced on the

Mi ni stryds bieelsityloffAuckland andhTe
Tapuae o Rehua consortium. It summarises the CLS
research and links to the press release.
http://www.otago.ac.nz/education/otago079479.pdf

Pakistan

Federal Board of Intermediate and Secondary
Education

News blog for students based on BBC coverage of the
CLS findings http://www.fbise.org/2013/09/reading-
children-maths.html

South Australia

The CLS research is referred to in this newsletter for schools from Carmel Jones, manager
of South Rusmmr at © & 0 Re a dwhiochgnval/adal25|0@0rctgldren in the
state in 2014.
http://www.premiersreadingchallenge.sa.edu.au/prc/files/pages/2014/Updates/Updatell 2

014.pdf

The Premier 6s Reading Challenge website states t ha
schools in 2014 and then lists the CLS findings relating to 10 to 16-year-olds.
http://www.premiersreadingchallenge.sa.edu.au/prc/pages/staff/PRCNews/?reFlag=1

Local authorities

These are some of the local authorities in England that have made use of Sullivan and
Brownds research.

Bristol City Council

This council website article describes steps that carers can take to promote the education
of children they look after. It advocates listening to children read and reading to them and
cites the CLS findings. http://www.bristol.gov.uk/page/children-and-young-people/carers-
roles-supporting-education



http://www.otago.ac.nz/education/otago079479.pdf
http://www.fbise.org/2013/09/reading-children-maths.html
http://www.fbise.org/2013/09/reading-children-maths.html
http://www.premiersreadingchallenge.sa.edu.au/prc/files/pages/2014/Updates/Update11_2014.pdf
http://www.premiersreadingchallenge.sa.edu.au/prc/files/pages/2014/Updates/Update11_2014.pdf
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http://www.bristol.gov.uk/page/children-and-young-people/carers-roles-supporting-education
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Derbyshire

Members of Culture Derbyshire were provided with a two-page briefing note on the

research in September 2013. The briefing was based on the CLS press release. (Culture

Derbyshire is a multi-agency partnership which exercises strategic leadership of the

countyds archives, arts, |l i braries and museum
http://www.derbyshirepartnership.gov.uk/images/2013%2009%2025%20Culture%20Derbys
hire%20Papers _tcm39-239046.pdf

Devon

This document on the countydés Library Strateg
supporting learning for individuals of all ages is a core function of libraries. It points out that

the CLS research has shown a significant positive correlation between academic
achievement and reading for pleasurligariesit t hen
encourage children to read. https://new.devon.gov.uk/libraryreview/.../Devon-Libraries-
needs-assessment.pdf

East Sussex

AGood pr act tdevelopmentapdnapagementa This county council report
reproduces the first three paragraphs of the press release and provides a link to the full
release. The author of the council report suggests that the CLS findings provide the kind of
evidence that can be used in applying for funding for literacy projects.
http://www.eastsussex.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/8104520A-4ADD-41C4-AB8A-
ED8DEB847C516/0/EUProjectdevelopmentandmanagementhandbookfinal.pdf

Hampshire

Hampshireds School Li br ar yl3 @asvs attentior to thenGLE a | Rep
findings. http://documents.hants.gov.uk/ccbs/sls/SLSAnnualreport2012-13.pdf

Liverpool

City of Readers is a campaign to transform Li"
is supported by Liverpool Learning Partnership, Liverpool City Council and the Reader

Organisation. The following article on the City of Readers website summarises the CLS

findings and displays graphs derived from the Sullivan and Brown research.
http://cityofreaders.org/about/

The extent of the public interest T and engagement i in the research findings is, however,
perhaps best illustrated by the lists of schools, libraries, literacy associations and
commercial organisations that have reported or discussed the research on their websites or
in public statements. See below:
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Literacy organisations and charities

The foll owing organisations have publicised t
Many have provided links to the CLS press release issued in September 2013. (This is by
no means an exhaustive list.)

UK

Book Trust (organisation that promotes books and reading)

AEvi dence summary on ef f eTheimportahce of eadohgwitly f or p
children frequently, ideally every dayo
http://www.natiperleggere.it/fleadmin/user_upload/documenti/Evidenze e _varie pediatri/B

ooktrust Reading_every day evidence summary FINAL - 1 2014.pdf

AfBeyond BookiemalUpreporto (2014)

Beyond Booked Up is a Booktrust-funded programme that provides reading materials for
Years 7 and 8 pupils in disadvantaged areas of England. This report highlights the finding
fi t heading for pleasure has been associated with progress in mathematics as well as
vocabul ary atpd/boskpustadmin.artpdic.net/usr/resources/1110/bbu-final-

report.pdf

Carnegie UK Trust (charitable trust)

Summary of findings and link to press release
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/CMSPages/GetFile.aspx?gquid=cdb437e9-3fc0-40e5-
be63-b32889977ea5

Centre for Literacy in Primary Education (charity)
Presentation to Reading for Pleasure conference that highlights Sul | i van and Br own
findings Reading for pleasure conference ppt.pdf

ICAN (organisation that advises parents and practitioners about speech, language and
communication)

Report by an | CAN communication adviser which summarises the findings
http://blog.ican.org.uk/2013/09/reading-for-pleasure-improves-childrens-educational-
outcomes/

National Literacy Trust (charity)

Digestof Sul livan and Brownédés findings
http://www.literacytrust.org.uk/news/5560 study provides evidence that reading for plea
sure boosts children s academic performance

National Literacy Trust and RM Education

AThe 1 mpact of ebooks on t hekilsdeitiemagpgdyoung i vat i
peopl eo, Se pRapidliteeature @Welv that flags up the findings
http://www.literacytrust.org.uk/assets/0002/3898/Ebooks lit_review 2014.pdf

Reader Organisation (charity)

Bl og providing digest of Sullivan and Brownos
http://thereaderonline.co.uk/2013/09/11/reading-for-pleasure-puts-children-ahead-in-the-

classroom/
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http://www.literacytrust.org.uk/news/5560_study_provides_evidence_that_reading_for_pleasure_boosts_children_s_academic_performance
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Reading Agency (charity)
Digest of findings
http://readingagency.org.uk/news/reading-facts003/

Reading Matters (Bradford-based charity and social enterprise)

Short statement by Rachel Kelly, Chief Executive, Reading Matters, which draws attention
to Sullivan and Brownds research
http://readingmatters.org.uk/christmas-is-approaching-goodwill-to-all/

Save the Children ( gl obal childrends charity)

AHow reading can hel p .(@Hree mehtiorsrof the sesearghenthisover t y
report, published as part of the Read On. Get On. campaign)
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/images/Read _On_Get On.pdf

Society of Authors

This |l etter to Edinburgh City rd0mpatestingabdutr om s o
plans to cut school librarian posts in high schools includes a prominent reference to Sullivan

and Brownds research.
http://www.societyofauthors.org/soa-news/edinburgh-school-library-proposals-call-action

Teen Reading Action Campaign (London-based charity)
The findings are cited in t pressreleasegani sati onos
http://www.tracbook.com/assets/components/files/documents/PressReleasel.pdf

UK Literacy Association (charity)
News report on the research findings
http://www.ukla.org/news/P40/

Canada

National Reading Campaign

Parentsd6 Tool kit fipdngs) er s di gest of CLS
http://www.nationalreadingcampaign.cal/research-resources/for-parents/?paged list=3
Also (fromthe same or gani sfa@hiolndérse nvedbinddiet rde)adti @
http://www.nationalreadingcampaign.ca/research/children-and-reading-the-facts/

United States

Raising a Reader (early literacy programme based in San Francisco)
http://www.bloglovin.com/viewer?post=1609330571&group=0&frame type=b&blog=815511
5&frame=1&click=0&user=0

Vermont Psychology (e-journal)

Article about books charity refers to Sullivan and Brown research
http://vermontpsychology.org/2014/02/05/anne-baron-giving-life-through-books-with-
duncan-mcdougall/
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http://www.societyofauthors.org/soa-news/edinburgh-school-library-proposals-call-action
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http://vermontpsychology.org/2014/02/05/anne-baron-giving-life-through-books-with-duncan-mcdougall/
http://vermontpsychology.org/2014/02/05/anne-baron-giving-life-through-books-with-duncan-mcdougall/

Hong Kong

Bring me a Book (non-profit-making organisation)
http://www.bringmeabook.org.hk/2013/10/raising-life-long-readersand-learners/

Libraries and library associations

UK

Bridgend Libraries

The September 2013 CLS press release was shared via social media by countless
individuals and a large number of organisations. See, for example, this Facebook posting
by Bridgend Libraries https://www.facebook.com/bridgendlibraries/posts/693625260684884

Rutland Library Service
This county library service has produced a leaflet of tips for parents that draws attention to
the Sullivan and Brown study.

Sandwell Schools Library Services

This website item summarises the CLS findings and points out that Sandwell Council has
commissioned its schools library service to deliver the Reading is Fun! Programme.
http://www.sandwellips.org.uk/services/schools-library-service/
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