
Reading together, 
changing 
children’s lives



BookTrust is the UK’s largest children’s 
reading charity with a history that 
stretches back over 100 years. Each 
year we get millions of children reading, 
especially those from low-income families 
or vulnerable backgrounds.

We operate in England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland and have long-term 
partnership agreements in place with 
every local authority in England and 
Wales. Our sister charity, Scottish Book 
Trust, supports families in Scotland.

Our core work supports children and 
families from low-income and vulnerable 
backgrounds, particularly in the early 
years. We also provide books and resources 
for every newborn baby through our 
Bookstart programme; we work with school 
children until the age of 13 and showcase 
the very best in children’s literature.

Our research and evaluation capabilities 
are focused on understanding the 
life-changing benefits of reading and 
families’ attitudes and behaviours. This 
work informs our design and innovation 
approach which shows how to create 
sustained reading behaviours in families.

We have expertise in commissioning 
books and resources and supply chain 
management, distributing millions of  
books and resources efficiently every year.

BookTrust provides support to the 
Waterstones Children’s Laureate,  
which is entering into its 25th year.

We are one of Arts Council England’s 
National Portfolio Organisations. Our 
headquarters are in Leeds and we have 
offices in London, Cardiff and Belfast  
as well as staff across the country.

In 2022–23 we reached over 

1.5 million 
children

We have a network of over 

6,000 
community-
based partners 
which gives us access to  
all families in pockets of 
deprivation as well as those  
in the most disadvantaged  
urban and rural areas. 

We work  
with 90%  
of libraries, every state  
primary school and a quarter  
of all secondary schools. 

About BookTrust
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We live in challenging times for children.  
Many more families are now living in poverty 
due to the cost of living crisis1. Children 
who missed out on critical development 
opportunities during the pandemic 
have fallen behind in terms of language 
development, literacy and communication 

skills2. Their social and emotional wellbeing 
has been affected3. There is a significant 
risk that their attainment at school and 
long-term life chances will suffer4.

BookTrust’s work is designed to address 
some of the negative effects of poverty and 
the pandemic to help give children at most 
in need the best start in life. We know from 
decades of experience of working with 
tens of millions of children and thousands 
of local partners that reading can play 
a crucial role in helping to achieve good 
outcomes for children. It has a widely 
evidenced impact on both short-term 
and long-term outcomes, contributing 
significantly to better mental health, 
educational outcomes, empathy and 
creativity, and mitigating socio-economic 
inequalities. And it enriches family lifeI. 

Reading together,  
changing children’s lives 

This paper is the distillation of BookTrust’s knowledge and 
understanding about how reading, and shared reading in 
particular, can transform outcomes for children. It shows 
what we think needs to be done to support families to 
become regular reading families and how some of the most 
cost-effective interventions can be scaled up based on 
existing networks and infrastructure. We are sharing these 
as our contribution to the national debate about how to lay 
the best foundations for a child’s start in life. Please email 
us at chief.executive@booktrust.org.uk with your thoughts 
on these proposals.

What is shared reading?
Shared reading is when an adult or an 
older sibling looks at or reads a book 
with a baby or child. It is about enjoying 
a book or a story together and doesn’t 
rely on the child’s functional reading 
skills. It is most common with children 
under 7 or 8 – but can continue much 
later into childhood.
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Support for shared reading is low-cost, 
builds on existing social and educational 
expectations and on what families know 
is important. It also builds on the skills and 
existing networks of professionals and 
organisations working with children and 
families. This is fertile ground for making 
change happen. 

This paper sets out what BookTrust thinks 
needs to happen and why, based on our 
research and experience. But we know 
hundreds of experts and professionals will 
have their insights to share and we want to 
hear these. The delivery of our programmes, 
as well as reading programmes run by 
other organisations, in communities across 
the country relies on widely distributed 
expertise. We want our ambitions for the 
future to be shaped by this expertise and 
are engaging in a dialogue with partners  
to capture their insights.

Families know that reading is 
important but some struggle  
to make it part of family life  
with young children.

95% of  
families
know it’s important to read  
with their child but only 

42% of  
children  
have a bedtime story.

BookTrust Family Survey 2022

We would like to hear your views on our proposals for improving 
outcomes for disadvantaged children through the power of shared 
reading and how these fit with the work of your organisation.  
To share your thoughts, please contact us at  
chief.executive@booktrust.org.uk
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Our proposals

53% of parents 
and carers 
of primary-age children say reading 
is not a big part of family life.

BookTrust Family Survey 2021

While we know that all children benefit from reading, we are committed to offering more 
targeted support to families from low-income and vulnerable backgrounds because we 
know these children stand to benefit the most from reading regularly and reading by choice.

We are calling for an expansion of provision in four key areas. 

Proposal 1: Embedding reading in the life of every low-income family.  
Providing high-quality books, resources and reading experiences for  
low-income families with children in the early years. 

Proposal 2: Using shared reading to bring enjoyment and stability 
to vulnerable children. An intensive shared reading programme for 
children from vulnerable family backgrounds and support for their 
parents and carers.

Proposal 3: Helping antenatal and early years practitioners promote 
shared family reading. A programme of books, resources, inspiration, 
evidence-based guidance and training to make shared reading a part  
of family life from the earliest age.

Proposal 4: Supporting primary school teachers to foster a love of 
reading. Help to find high-quality books to share and resources to  
support home–school engagement with shared reading.

We believe, based on our experience  
and research, that if action was taken  
in these areas we would see a significant 
improvement in outcomes for children on 
both short-term and long-term measures. 
The sections below explain why each 
intervention matters and what we know 
will make a difference.
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Why reading matters

Children who read regularly, and who choose to read, do much better on a wide range of 
outcomes than those who do not. We have reviewed hundreds of qualitative and quantitative 
studies to establish that children who read experience benefits in the following areas.

Children who 
read are more 
likely to overcome 
disadvantage 
caused by 
inequalities

They will experience better educational  
mobility and social mobility

Those growing up in poverty are less likely  
to remain in poverty as adults

They are more likely to overcome the barriers 
disadvantage presents throughout school

Children who read 
are more likely 
to be happier, 
healthier and 
experience better 
mental wellbeing 
and self-esteem

They feel more secure and develop deep  
bonds with parents and carers

They have better sleep and lead healthier lifestyles

They have a better foundation for healthy  
social-emotional development

They have better mental wellbeing and self-esteem

Disadvantaged children who achieve highly at the end of primary school are twice as 
likely to have been read to at home in their early years, compared to their peers5. Overall, 
fewer than half of disadvantaged children reached expected levels of attainment at the 
end of primary school, compared with nearly 70% of their better-off peers6.

Children aged 3–5 who are read to at bedtime sleep longer7. Sleep plays a crucial role in 
the development of children, impacting their growth, motor skills, attention, behavioural 
regulation, memory, mood and resilience8.
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Children who 
read are more 
likely to develop 
empathy and 
creativity

They have more empathy

They are more creative and imaginative

Children who 
read are more 
likely to do 
better at school 
and make more 
progress across 
the curriculum

They have better brain development,  
attention and cognitive ability

They have better language development  
and literacy skills

They have better knowledge about the world  
and are more ready for learning

They make more progress across the curriculum

These are just a few of the benefits of reading which have been established by research. 
The full body of evidence is substantial and varied. BookTrust has developed an 
interactive summary on the benefits of reading which summarises and systematises  
this research for anyone wishing to explore the evidence base for the impact of reading 
on child development.

Shared reading provides unparalleled opportunities for verbal interactions between a 
child and their parent or carer, contributing to early language development. This cannot 
be replicated by other activities such as playing with toys, mealtimes or arts and crafts9.

By constantly formulating and reformulating their expectations of what might happen 
in a story, young readers practice mental flexibility, an openness to new situations and 
interpretations and problem-solving10.
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What is special about 
shared reading?

While reading in general has an impact on 
outcomes, three important ingredients that 
are specific to shared reading stand out 
from our research. When adults share picture 
books with babies and children there are both 
immediate and long-term benefits:

• Physical closeness and shared 
attention: Sharing unhurried reading 
time is a perfect space for bonding  
and attachment. It shows the child 
that the adult is emotionally available. 
Sharing a point of interest with an 
adult teaches concentration, decoding 
and sensemaking11. 

• Enjoyment: Children are engaged in 
reading in the short and long-term when 
an adult varies their tone of voice; conveys 
delight, surprise and drama; and responds 
to the child’s interest in the story. When a 
child sees an adult getting involved and 
enjoying a story, they enjoy it too12.

• Interaction: Interactive reading helps 
relationships form and supports 
children’s language and cognitive 
development, yielding benefits from as 
early as two weeks13. An adult reading in 
this way involves the child as much as 
possible, letting a child grab and touch 
a book; paying attention to the child’s 
responses and reactions; and relating the 
content of the book to the child14. Children 
and adults say more words when they 
play with a book than with a toy15.
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A summary of  
our proposals 

Proposal 1: Embedding reading in the life of every low-
income family. Providing high-quality books, resources  
and reading experiences for low-income families with 
children in the early years.

Why this matters: In childhood, shared 
reading has immediate benefits. It 
supports bonding between children 
and their parents16, stimulates brain 
development17 and improves sleep7. It can 
improve parental mental health18. It also 
helps children reach early development 
goals and leads to longer term outcomes: 
evidence shows that children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds who achieve 
highly at the end of primary school are 
twice as likely to have been read to at 
home in their early years19. 

The challenge: Families know that reading 
is important but some struggle to make it 
part of family life with young children. 95% 
of families know it’s important to read with 
their child but only 42% of children have a 
bedtime story. Many families struggle to 
find time to read with their child. A quarter 
of parents do not find reading with their 
children easyII. Low-income families often 
do not have access to a range of enjoyable 
and age-appropriate books for their child. 

BookTrust’s solution: We have developed 
Bookstart Baby, Toddler (1–2 years) and  
Pre-schooler (3–4 years) to provide books and 
resources in ways that we know will motivate 
and support families on low incomes to read 
regularly. We reach half a million families 
with new babies each year and over 400,000 

low-income families with toddlers. 98% of 
families find our resources exciting and 
enjoyable and 84% of low-income families 
say these resources prompted them to read 
more with their childV – but our funding only 
allows us to reach fewer than 40% of eligible 
low-income families. 

Our tested programmes should be available 
to all low-income children and families, 
both in areas of high poverty and in pockets 
of deprivation. 

Over the past few years, 
we have seen a huge 

increase in the number of 
children joining our nursery 
who are non-verbal, and 
schemes like Bookstart really 
help to encourage parents to 
talk to their children at home 
and to realise what a huge 
effect reading to a child has on 
their language development.

Bookstart Toddler and Bookstart 
Pre-schooler Evaluation 2022–23
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What works? We have carried out 
extensive research and designed 
our programmes with families on low 
incomesI,II,III. We know that to embed 
reading habits:

• Starting early makes a big difference. 
Families who start shared reading 
at the earliest opportunity are much 
more likely to continue reading through 
childhood. This is why Bookstart Baby is 
a vital strand of our approach and why 
we are piloting antenatal engagement.

• Book selection is critical. Families are 
more motivated to read books that feel 
relevant. Colourful and attractive designs 
and interactive books spark exploration, 
imagination and repeated use. Themes 
from everyday life and characters that 
are relatable draw families in. This is why 
we invest in our book selection expertise 
and work closely with publishers and 
authors to bring the most engaging 
books to families.

• Showing parents how to share stories 
builds confidence. When parents see 
children react positively to a story they 
are more likely to try it themselves. 
This is why we support libraries to 
deliver BookTrust Storytime where 
practitioners demonstrate how to read 
aloud, giving parents and carers the 
motivation to do the same at home. 

Bookstart Baby 
Evaluation 2021

When my child 
was a baby I 

hadn’t really thought 
about what sorts 
of books to get as I 
thought he was too 
young to enjoy books, 
but when I received the 
Bookstart Baby pack  
I saw him responding 
to them even though 
he was so small …  
I was suffering from 
postnatal depression 
and using this book 
was a good bonding 
activity with my baby 
and helped us connect  
a lot more.
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What is your experience of the role that books and 
reading can play in helping children from low-income 
families achieve their potential?
Share your thoughts with us by emailing chief.executive@booktrust.org.uk

• Connecting books to other activities  
and experiences supports engagement. 
Activities that extend the themes 
and ideas of a book provide more 
opportunities for engagement so 
families use a book over and over 
again. This is why our book packs for 
families include activity ideas and 
props for games based on the themes 
in the books. 

• It has to be fun. When children  
and parents enjoy reading  
together they want to read together 
more often. This is why we work  
with the families themselves to  
design reading experiences that  
are playful and fun.
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Proposal 2: Using shared reading to bring enjoyment 
and stability to vulnerable children. An intensive shared 
reading programme for children from vulnerable family 
backgrounds and support for their parents and carers.

Why this matters: Early shared reading 
matters for all children. When babies 
and children experience disruption or 
difficulties at home, shared reading can 
be especially transformative. Reading 
together supports attachment and can 
help children feel secure and loved20. 
It provides escapism which acts as a 
protective factor against adversity; a 
sense of stability which helps children 
settle into new routines and environments; 
a mechanism for discussing difficult and 
charged issues; and a way of reconnecting 
with experiences and emotions21. Looked-
after-children and children-in-need have 
poorer educational outcomes on average 
than other children, including being less 
likely to meet age-related expectations  
in reading at ages seven and eleven22.

The challenge: Children from vulnerable 
family backgrounds or moving from one 
home to another face particular challenges 
in establishing regular shared reading. 
They may have limited access to engaging 
and appropriate books, complex and busy 
lives, and circumstances that make regular 
routines and rituals difficult.

BookTrust’s solution: BookTrust supports 
thousands of children in long-term foster 
care each year with specially chosen 
books and resources which are delivered 
through our Letterbox Club programme. 
Because reading could make so much 
difference to many more vulnerable 
children, we are developing a new 
offer which will embed shared reading 
solutions for new family placements and 
as part of early intervention and early 
help, to support positive relationships 
and family life. 

Our intensive shared-reading programmes 
should be available to thousands 
more children from vulnerable family 
backgrounds, providing evidence-based 
and sustained support so they can read 
regularly with their families.

The books that you 
choose are really high 

quality … What I love about 
BookTrust is that you haven’t 
assumed that everyone has 
a pencil at home … That’s 
BookTrust thinking outside the 
box and really understanding 
these families.

BookTrust Letterbox Club 
Evaluation 2021–23
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What works? We have years of experience 
of delivering Letterbox Club through 
our network of partnerships with virtual 
schools, working with local authorities 
and schools to pilot approaches to 
supporting vulnerable children in 
different circumstances, and expertise 
in programme design with children and 
families. We know that:

• Embedding reading at the right 
moment is vital. There are opportunities 
to embed shared reading routines at 
moments of change and transition. Our 
support can be flexed to meet needs at 
key moments.

• Sensitive book selection is essential. 
Vulnerable children need books 
with age-appropriate and engaging 
content as well as books that support 
sensitive discussion of relationships 
and family life. This is why all our 
books are chosen by panels with 
expertise in child development and  
of the children’s social care system.

• Ownership matters for children. 
Receiving and owning books makes 
children feel special and supports 
them to engage with reading. This  
is why our programmes include giving 
children books and activities to keep.

• Parents and carers need help with 
shared reading too. Parents and carers 
need help to understand why reading 
is so transformative for vulnerable 
children and to build their confidence 
to share stories and embed them 
in family life. This is why we are 
working with families and designing 
support appropriate to the individual 
circumstances and needs of each child 
and family.

• There must be multiple moments of 
intervention. Establishing a routine 
of reading and using stories to 
support strong relationships needs 
repeat engagement, so our intensive 
programmes are built around multiple 
packs of books and resources delivered 
at different moments.

BookTrust Letterbox Club 
Evaluation 2021–23

Letterbox has made 
my reading confidence 

grow and it has also made 
me use my imagination. 
When I was younger I 
preferred picture books, but 
now Letterbox varies how 
much and what style I read.

What is your experience of the role that books and 
reading can play in helping children from vulnerable 
backgrounds achieve their potential?
Share your thoughts with us by emailing chief.executive@booktrust.org.uk
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Proposal 3: Helping antenatal and early years 
practitioners promote shared family reading.  
A programme of books, resources, inspiration, evidence-
based guidance and training to make shared reading  
a part of family life from the earliest age.

Why this matters: Families interact 
with a wide range of practitioners in the 
early stages of their child’s life including 
midwives, health visitors, nursery staff, 
childminders, and early years staff in 
schools. These interactions all represent 
an opportunity. Families who receive 
early support to read with their baby – for 
example from midwives, health visitors 
and other professionals – are more likely to 
read together from the first months of lifeII. 
Shared reading is one of the most effective 
tools to support children’s communication 
skills and school readiness, and these 
benefits are enhanced when practitioners 
support families to share books and stories 
at home. When early years practitioners 
encourage parents to share stories and 
show them how to do it, parents are more 
motivated and more confident. 

The challenge: Some practitioners have been 
supporting the delivery of Bookstart with huge 
expertise for decades, but more partners 
could play a role in promoting reading to 
parents, and not all understand the wide-
ranging ways in which it contributes to early 
development goals. Some childcare and early 
education practitioners don’t have access to 
enough high-quality books and storytelling 
resources, or the skills and confidence to 
bring these to life. 

BookTrust’s solution: BookTrust’s early years 
programmes include support for thousands 
of health visitors, librarians and early years 
practitioners. 83% of librarians liked or 

loved working with us on our Storytime prize 
and programme, which took place in more 
than 2,000 public librariesVI. In 2022/23 
we supported over 4,000 practitioners 
in their work with families with our 
new Storyteller toolkits of books and 
resources – with over 90% of practitioners 
rating the quality of our resources very 
highlyV. We have piloted real-life mobile 
book-corners, digital resources and 
inspirational support from children’s 
authors – but there are thousands more 
practitioners who could benefit from this 
support each year. 

We want our support, guidance, tools and 
training in shared reading to be available 
to all early years practitioners, helping 
children reach their early development 
goals, particularly in areas where there 
are high numbers of children from low-
income families.

Bookstart Toddler and Bookstart 
Pre-schooler Evaluation 2022–23

These resources 
really support us in 

encouraging families to 
attend the programmes, and 
to ensure they continue with 
book reading and rhymes  
at home.
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What works? Practitioners have worked with 
us to deliver Bookstart for over 30 years, 
collaborating in the design and refinement 
of our offer. Through this and our research 
with families we have learned that:

• Starting early changes family behaviour. 
During pregnancy and immediately after 
birth, families are receptive to receiving 
messages on how to give children the best 
start in life. When midwives, health visitors 
and community partners explain the 
benefits of shared reading, this motivates 
families to incorporate reading into 
routines and rituals, improving maternal 
mental health and establishing positive 
relationships. Fathers are motivated 
to see a role they can play in the early 
months of their baby’s life. This is why we 
support health visitors and registrars 
to introduce shared reading in the first 
weeks of a baby’s life and want to develop 
a new antenatal pilot to test the best 
moments and mechanisms for midwives 
to introduce shared reading to families.

• Clear and repeated advice from 
practitioners has an impact. Our 
research shows that when trusted 
practitioners explain how important 
early shared reading is, parents are more 
likely to share stories with their child. 
When they receive advice on different 
occasions and from multiple influences 
in their lives, they are more likely to read 
regularly and embed reading habits. 
This is why we design our programmes 
with practitioners to include the key 
messages and explanations they need.

• Demonstrating shared reading has the 
strongest effect. When practitioners 
show parents how to use a book and  
tell a story, they turn abstract messages 
about reading into tangible and 
motivating support for families. This 
has a particularly strong impact for 
families with low reading confidence 
and engagement and it is important 
that practitioners are confident sharing 
stories in this way. This is why we give 
practitioners books that are great to 
read aloud to groups of children and 
resources to support this work, and 
why we want to develop practitioner 
training to help build storytelling skills. 

• Quality books and resources are 
important. Books that are appropriate for 
children and families in different contexts, 
and resources that can be used in flexible 
ways, meet practitioners’ needs and 
provide better support to families. Our 
toolkits, including backpacks containing 
resources and stories for different ages, 
are designed in response to practitioner 
feedback for use in different settings 
and contexts. Our digital resources 
motivate and support a diverse group  
of early years practitioners.

What does effective training and development for  
a diverse range of workers and professionals look  
like in your experience? How is it best embedded into 
existing activities?
Share your thoughts with us by emailing chief.executive@booktrust.org.uk
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Proposal 4: Supporting primary school teachers to foster 
a love of reading. Help to find high-quality books to share 
and resources to support home–school engagement with 
shared reading.

Why this matters: Shared reading 
continues to act as a catalyst for children’s 
development once they start school. 
Exposure to a story-rich environment 
boosts children’s speaking and listening 
skills, knowledge of the world, and social 
development, as well as significantly 
impacting on their capacity to learn to 
read23. Children who read do better at 
school and make more progress across the 
curriculum24. Reading has a long-lasting 
positive benefit on brain development and 
directly supports academic attainment: 
an enriching learning environment in their 
early years can have a positive impact on 
a child four decades later25. As children 
grow, they need a choice of high-quality 
and relevant books to develop their 
preferences and identity as a reader, and 
to stay motivated to read. They need to 
see themselves and their lives represented 
in books. To support the development of 
readers, teachers need to understand  
the central role played by shared reading. 
Teachers need access to current,  
inspiring and representative books  
and evidence-based resources to  
engage children and families.

The challenge: Shared reading makes a 
strong contribution to children’s academic 
achievement against early development 
goals and beyond – but it drops sharply 
when children start school. 53% of parents 
and carers of primary-age children say 
reading is not a big part of family lifeIII. 
Many say that practising phonics takes 
precedence over reading for enjoyment. 
In school, phonics provision is prioritised 
over other forms of reading activity, and 
in the early stages of school is the focus 
of engagement with parents. Children’s 

enjoyment of reading declines through 
childhood and is in overall decline, with 
England in the bottom part of international 
tables for reading for pleasure26. Time 
pressure is a big challenge for teachers, 
who need accessible signposting to books 
and impact-focused guidance to support 
their work. Unless children choose to read, 
advances in functional literacy will not 
deliver the broader benefits of improved 
wellbeing, creativity and social mobility.

BookTrust’s solution: BookTrust has a 
strong evidence base for how to build 
positive reading behaviours in children.  
We want to see shared reading as a central 
part of every school curriculum and every 
family’s life. 

Our research, guidance and book 
recommendations should be part of every 
teacher’s toolkit so children discover a 
range of high-quality, relevant, inspiring 
and representative books.
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What works? From our deep research in 
promoting shared-reading behaviour and 
wide-ranging expertise in the best books, 
we know that:

• Family engagement is vital. Teachers 
can engage families in shared reading 
by inspiring children and by encouraging 
reading at home. 57% of low-income 
families report that teachers influence 
their children to enjoy readingII. This 
is why we support teachers through 
guidance and influencing tools such as 
films and posters. We have also carried 
out research trials into school transition 
practices that maintain shared reading 
at home, which could be scaled to help 
every child to make the best possible 
start at school and support their 
development of strong reading skills.

• Schools provide valuable access to 
books. 23% of low-income children aged 
4-7 choose books for shared reading at 
schoolII. We provide diverse and high-
quality book recommendations for 
school libraries and book corners.

• Representation matters. Seeing their 
lives represented in books engages 
children in reading. This is why we 
support diverse book creators and 

promote inclusive books that represent 
characters from wide-ranging 
backgrounds and perspectives.

• Choosing the right book is important. As 
children grow, finding books that respond 
to their individual interests and choices 
becomes more important. Teachers play 
a vital role in helping each child discover 
the right book for them. This is why we 
signpost teachers to books for different 
ages and stages, covering different 
themes, and distribute an annual Great 
Books Guide of new book reviews.

I looked around at the 
class at break and all 

the students were sat faces 
in the book, completely in 
silence. They couldn’t stop 
reading. I’ve never seen them 
do anything like that before. 
These books out on the table 
aren’t just for show, they’re 
loving it.

BookTrust Represents Evaluation 
2021–22

What, in your experience, would help primary teachers 
and schools to support parents and carers to engage  
in shared reading at home?
Share your thoughts with us by emailing chief.executive@booktrust.org.uk
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Our work

Our programmes are designed to create 
multiple opportunities for children to have 
great reading experiences, particularly 
shared reading experiences in the early 
years. Further information about our 
programmes can be found on our website.
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