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When Beanstalk was founded 
in 1973, we had just seven 
reading helpers working in two 
schools. Fuelled by the energy 
and enthusiasm of our many 
supporters, we find ourselves forty 
years later with a network of over 
2,100 working reading helpers 
supporting 6,400 children across 
the country. 

Our anniversary is a moment to 
reflect on the huge progress we 
have made so far, and to thank our 
reading helpers for their time, skill 

and dedication – and we would also like to extend our special thanks to 
HarperCollins, whose sponsorship has enabled the publication of this 
Charter for Children’s Literacy. 

This milestone year is also an opportunity to look ahead and call 
for further action to change the lives of children who struggle with 
the fundamental skill of reading. With one in eight children in the 
UK currently leaving primary school unable to read to the required 
standard1, we cannot afford to rest on our laurels.

Reading can enable us to increase our knowledge, to experience other 
eras and continents, and to put ourselves in someone else’s shoes. 
It can help us to climb out of poverty and to stand on the shoulders 
of giants. Reading is magical – but inspiring a love of reading in our 
children requires no alchemy, only the right ingredients. Every year, 
thousands of children broaden their horizons and improve their 
chances through one-to-one attention and enthusiastic encouragement 
from Beanstalk’s reading helpers. 

What follows is an overview of the situation in children’s literacy that 
looks back at the past forty years and collects the thoughts of a broad 
range of experts, colleagues and other leading organisations working in 
the field who share our determination to make progress. We have also 
gathered insights from our reading helpers about their experiences 
of working directly with children who need support. Finally, this 
Charter outlines the actions that we believe must be taken now to help 
thousands more children to read, grow and succeed.

Sue Porto 
Chief Executive

Introduction
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A word from our sponsor

It goes without saying that, as 
publishers, we passionately believe 
in the power of books to transform 
and enrich lives.   For nearly two 
hundred years now, since William 
Collins founded his business in 
Glasgow with a vision to supply 
quality books to every home in the 
land, our mission at HarperCollins 
has been to connect brilliant 
writers with readers, inspiring a 
love of and desire for great story 
telling. 

We very much hope for that love of great stories to be instilled in 
many more children with the support of Beanstalk’s reading helpers, 
who improve skills and confidence with that all important one-to-
one attention.  We are proud to sponsor The Beanstalk Charter for 
Children’s Literacy and hope that it will inspire government, businesses 
and schools to take the necessary steps to ensure that the next 
generation of children is able to participate fully in the joy and  
delights of reading.

Victoria Barnsley OBE  
CEO HarperCollins UK and International
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Children’s literacy over the past 40 years

This introduction discusses some 
major changes and developments 
in children’s literacy research 
and policy from Beanstalk’s 
foundation as Volunteer Reading 
Help in 1973 to the present day. 
In line with the charity’s work, 
this discussion focuses mainly 
on improvements in reading, 
but considers some important 
broadening definitions of ‘literacy’ 
and growing understanding of 
literacy practices. Discussion 
focuses predominantly on 
children’s literacy up to the end 
of the primary phase in England, 
but identifies some international 
comparisons and research 
highlighting the importance 
of literacy to individuals and 
outcomes in later life. 

Defining literacy
Understanding of children’s early learning and 
literacy development has improved greatly 
throughout the charity’s 40-year history. 
Research into reading saw a particular increase 
in the late 1970s1, including challenges to the 
dominant discourse of ‘reading readiness’ and the 
assumption that literacy skills developed only with 
formal schooling. Developmental psychologists 
looked instead at literacy development from birth, 
emphasising emergent literacy2, while authors 
such as Bissex and Meek closely documented the 
social aspects of young children becoming readers 
and writers3 4. Brice Heath brought attention to 
variation in literacy practices between different 
families and communities5, paving the way for ‘New 
Literacy Studies’ research beginning in the 1980s. 
Theory underpinning reading research has been 

broadly summarised as moving from behaviourist 
to cognitive to socio-cultural perspectives 
throughout this time6.

Major social changes since the 1970s have 
inevitably shifted how we understand and 
define literacy as a form of social practice. The 
term ‘literacies’ is now often preferred, which 
incorporates aspects of speaking and listening, 
as well as reading and writing, in formal and 
less formal contexts. Texts themselves have also 
undergone profound change since the dominance 
of print-based paper media in the 1970s. In light of 
changes to contemporary communication, work in 
this field is redefining literacy accounting for the 
increasing presence of digital texts7. In spite of this, 
most education policy guidance and assessment 
data tends to prioritise literacy as the reading and 
writing of traditional print-based material.

As well as re-conceptualising literacy, research 
over the last four decades has also helped to 
improve identification and understanding of 
children’s reading difficulties, such as Goodman’s 
work on miscue analysis in the 1970s8. School 
effectiveness research carried out in the 1980s and 
1990s focused on the potential impact of schools in 
raising attainment for all pupils regardless of their 
background9. This was particularly instrumental in 
redesigning the literacy curriculum in the 1990s in 
response to an apparent fall in standards.

Literacy standards
The policy changes of the 1990s followed a 
period of intensive scrutiny of children’s literacy. 
Surveys of literacy attainment from 1948 to the 
1980s found little change, and even identified a 
drop in standards after the introduction of the 
National Curriculum in 198810. Amongst increasing 
media coverage reporting that children’s literacy 
standards were falling, school effectiveness 
research proposed that ‘whole language’11 
approaches to reading had become overly reliant 
upon individualised methods which did not always 
meet the needs of pupils in whole class teaching12. 
An HMSO report in 1991 suggested work in 
reading was poor in 20% of schools13, contributing 
to the 1990s ‘back to basics’ policy drive 
focused on raising standards. This included the 
implementation of the National Literacy Strategy in 
1998, providing a framework for teaching through 
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a daily ‘literacy hour’, raising literacy results at Key 
Stage 2 before slowing in the late 2000s14.

As understanding of learning and development in 
the Early Years has improved, curriculum policy 
and guidance has reflected interest in this age 
range as a period for developing early literacy 
skills. The Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation 
Stage was introduced in 200015, accompanied by 
much discussion of how to teach reading in this age 
range, revisiting many of the ‘reading debates’ of 
the 1980s surrounding whole-language approaches 
and the use of synthetic phonics. Following the 
2006 Independent Review of the Teaching of Early 
Reading16, a phonics-based approach has been 
recommended to schools. The phonics screening 
check introduced in 2012 demonstrates continued 
favour of this approach, although a review of 
research in the field cautions against adhering too 
closely to one method, suggesting teachers need a 
broad repertoire of practices and approaches17, and 
that literacy achievement is highest in countries 
where teachers are trusted to make key decisions 
about what, and how, to teach18. As children in this 
age range learn through play, research cautions 
that overly formal approaches can reduce reading 
motivation, and emphasises that the Early Years 
should develop children’s emergent literacy 
through playful and practical experiences19.

High-quality early years provision has been 
identified as having a long-lasting positive impact, 
with disadvantaged pupils benefitting significantly 
from good-quality pre-school experiences20. 
The EPPE project highlights the importance of a 
play-based environment, and supporting learning 
through rich opportunities for talk21. Language 
development has been identified as a particularly 
important aspect of literacy in the early years, 
advocated by initiatives such as the National 
Literacy Trust’s Talk to Your Baby campaign22 
and the Every Child a Talker guidance issued to 
schools in 200823. Since the introduction of the 
Early Years Foundation Stage profile in 2009, the 
percentage of children reaching the expected level 
for ‘Communication, Language and Literacy’ in the 
foundation stage has risen gradually year on year24. 
Key Stage 2 results also show that many more 
children are now likely to achieve the expected 
literacy level or higher by the time they leave 
primary school, an increase from 49% in 1995 to 
85% in 201225.

Literacy challenges
Despite these apparent trends of improvement, 
the number of children who do not secure basic 
literacy skills remains a concern. There are worries 
that literacy attainment has plateaued26, and that 
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England is falling behind competitor nations in 
international comparisons of reading27. Whilst 
England’s best readers have been identified as 
being among the best in the world, studies in 2011 
identified a greater proportion of weaker readers 
than in many other high-achieving countries28, 
echoing The Leitch Review’s warning that the UK 
may face a severe future skills shortage29.

In 2012, it was reported that one in five children 
reach the end of primary school without achieving 
the expected literacy level for their age group30. 
This ‘long tail’ of underachievement may have 
lasting consequences, with only 1-2% of pupils 
leaving primary school below level 3 obtaining 5 
good GCSEs, compared to 65% of all pupils31. Such 
findings emphasise the importance of securing 
literacy skills in the primary phase, to support 
achievement in other subjects and in secondary 
education.

Whilst there is often a particular focus on 
raising reading standards, it is also important to 
consider children’s literacy in terms of enjoyment 
and outcomes beyond education. Reading for 
pleasure has been positively linked to relaxation, 
creativity and self-development32. Motivation 
and competence seem to exist in a mutually 
supportive upward spiral, with children who read 
for pleasure reading more, and better. Conversely, 
low achievement reduces motivation to read, which 
drags down achievement further33. Pupils’ attitudes 
to reading in England were recently found to be 
less positive than the average internationally. At 
age 15, 41% of students surveyed said they only 
read when they have to, and 39% reported that 
they do not read for enjoyment34. This calls for an 
emphasis on not only reading well, but also reading 
for pleasure, and the importance of providing high-
quality reading material which genuinely appeals to 
students’ interests.

In light of research into ‘New Literacies’, including 
the social literacy practices of families and 

communities, an important factor in attainment 
may be the incongruity between expected school 
literacies and the literacies familiar to children 
out of school. Brice Heath’s seminal study of 
literacy practices in three different American 
communities suggested schooled literacy practices 
had similarities to the literacy practices of middle-
class residents, but not to many others35. In light 
of such findings, a major question to ask in the 
debate on underachievement is how schools 
might recognise and value, in curriculum and 
assessment, the multiple literacies of children from 
all backgrounds.

Literacy and outcomes in later life
As well as links between literacy and educational 
attainment, studies have also made connections 
between literacy and economic wellbeing, 
aspirations, physical and mental health as well 
as civic and community participation36. Whilst it is 
difficult to identify direct causality between literacy 
and social outcomes, research has identified 
that low literacy skills feature prominently in the 
profiles of the most disadvantaged lives in the UK.

At the individual level, research has found links 
between low literacy and increased incidence 
of school exclusion37, truancy38 and behavioural 
difficulties39. Into adulthood, it has been associated 
with poor mental health, particularly in women, 
as well as increased chance of obesity and risk-
taking behaviours such as smoking and drinking40. 
Evidence from the USA has suggested that 
low literacy is also associated with low health 
knowledge and less than optimal use of preventive 
health services41, and that pre-teen girls with poor 
literacy are more likely to become teen mothers 
than their peers with higher literacy42.

In relation to employment, longitudinal research 
suggests that poor readers as adults are much less 
likely to be in employment than better readers43. 
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This study also found that, if working, nearly half of 
men and over half of women with low or very low 
literacy skills were on very low wages, and that 75% 
of men and 63% of women with very low literacy 
had never received a promotion44.

Those with lower literacy are reportedly less  
likely to own their own home and more likely to  
live in overcrowded conditions45, with cohort studies 
suggesting women with low literacy are more likely 
to have their first child at a younger age and to 
have more children46. Low literacy also features 
prominently amongst the prison population and 
young offenders. 25% of young offenders are said 
to have reading skills below those of the average 
seven-year-old, and 60% of the prison population 
are reported to have difficulties in basic literacy 
skills47. 

Although factors influencing these outcomes are 
varied and complex, it is clear that poor literacy 
features prominently in many disadvantaged adult 
lives. As well as effects on wellbeing of individuals 
and families, there may also be consequences for 
civic and community participation. For instance, 
those with the poorest basic skills were found to be 
the least likely to have voted in recent elections48. 

17.8 million adults (56% of the adult working 
population) in England are reported as having 
literacy skills below GCSE grade C, with 5.2 million 

of these reportedly lacking functional literacy (the 
level needed to complete tasks such as reading  
a medicine bottle or filling out a job application)49. 
The World Literacy Foundation reports that an 
estimated £81.312 billion is lost to the UK economy 
each year in costs relating to low literacy, such as 
reduced employment opportunities and increased 
health risks50.

Literacy interventions
Although these are concerning findings, studies 
suggest that this cycle of deprivation and 
underachievement can be broken by improving 
literacy in adulthood, even by modest amounts51. 
There is also evidence that interventions providing 
support in early childhood can be effective in 
improving and maintaining a lasting impact on 
literacy52, with reported benefits to self-esteem 
as well as attainment53. The Every Child a Chance 
Trust suggests investment in early literacy 
interventions also makes sense in financial terms, 
potentially preventing more expensive interventions 
later in education and social costs into adulthood54.

As well as interventions in schools, there has been 
a growing emphasis on supporting early literacy 
through parents and families. Research has 
found that parental encouragement plays a vital 
part in children’s reading development, and that 
family members are often children’s main reading 
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role models55. Initiatives supporting this include 
Bookstart’s national book-gifting programme, 
adopted by more than 24 different countries since 
its foundation in 199256. Events such as UNESCO’s 
annual World Book Day, celebrated since 1995, 
and England’s National Years of Reading (1998 
and 2008) have provided activities and resources to 
celebrate literacy with families and in communities. 
Since it has been proposed that low literacy levels 
are both a cause of poor social outcomes and an 
effect57, it has been suggested that this support to 
families of young children could be instrumental 
in breaking the intergenerational transfer of low 
aspirations and underachievement58.

Breaking such cycles and narrowing the 
achievement gap have become central aims in 
recent education policy, reflected in documentation 
such as the Every Child Matters framework of 
200459. Although poverty has been persistently 
associated with lower educational attainment, 
encouragingly this is not an inevitable outcome60. 
Research suggests that early identification, 
intervention and support can close this gap 
and that in the best schools children’s literacy 
attainment improves regardless of socioeconomic 
background61. There have also been targeted 
initiatives introduced to provide literacy support to 
particular groups, such as the Letterbox Club and 
Right to Read supporting the literacy of looked-
after children62, and projects such as Raising 
Boys’ Achievement exploring the persistent trend 
of girls outperforming boys, proposing teaching 
strategies to improve outcomes for both genders63. 
The increase in such initiatives over the years 
points towards recognition of early childhood as 
a critical time for developing literacy enjoyment, 
achievement and aspirations. 

Literacies in 2013 and beyond?
Social and technological change since the charity’s 
foundation has inevitably changed literacy 
practices, particularly the increasing prominence 
of the screen and digital media in communication 
today. Studies have identified changes in reading 
behaviour, with pupils increasingly reporting to 
read material such as websites, emails and text 
messages64. Employer expectations and demands 
of the workplace also appear to be changing, with 
competence in technology becoming increasingly 
necessary65. As these changes occur, we are 
witnessing a widening definition of literacy, and 
also of texts, where writing is likely to be just one 
mode of communication alongside others such as 
image, moving image, sound, music and layout. 
This necessitates improved understanding of new 

literacies and new forms of text, and how these 
can be supported by school literacy curriculum, 
pedagogy and assessment. Further research into 
new literacies, media literacies, multiliteracies 
and multimodal literacies may therefore be 
vital to understanding and supporting children’s 
communication in a digital age66.

Reshaping the literacy curriculum to include 
technology is a key recommendation of the World 
Literacy Foundation67. The CBI’s First Steps report 
positions this within wider reform, stressing that 
a step-change in the UK’s performance demands 
changes to the existing ‘conveyer belt’ system 
of education, giving greater freedom to teachers 
and shifting focus from league tables to broader 
shared outcomes and embedded aims68. This call 
for action is reiterated by the EU High Level Group 
of Experts on Literacy, which urges states to place 
literacy at the heart of all public policy, not just 
educational strategies, if we are to improve literacy 
for all69. Global targets such as the United Nation’s 
Millennium Development Goals, and UNESCO’s 
Education for All demonstrate that this is part of a 
continued commitment to improving education and 
literacy worldwide. These reports all stress that the 
time for action is now, and that improvements will 
make an impact not only in the lives of individuals, 
but also economies and societies.

This summary of literacy research and policy 
throughout the last 40 years highlights the 
position of literacy difficulties in the most 
disadvantaged lives, impacting upon individuals, 
families, communities and nations. Whilst this 
is undoubtedly concerning, there is encouraging 
evidence to suggest that early literacy interventions 
and the right support can narrow gaps in 
achievement and potentially break cycles of 
deprivation and disadvantage, having individual and 
societal impact. Whilst literacy attainment levels 
have generally risen since the charity’s foundation 
40 years ago, there is still a need to keep children’s 
literacy high on the policy and research agenda, 
improving understanding of how literacy is 
changing in a digital age of new media, recognising 
the varied literacies of children and families, and 
continuing to ensure that all children develop ability 
in reading, and enjoyment of all that it brings.

Kate Cowan 
Institute of Education, University of London
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Insights from Beanstalk reading helpers

For this report, Beanstalk 
surveyed 762 reading helpers 
to get their views on their time 
working with the charity, and the 
challenges inherent in improving 
children’s literacy. This survey 
provides insights into our reading 
helpers’ time in schools and their 
experiences with children. 

Of those surveyed, 83% were female and 17% male; 
increasing recruitment of male reading helpers 
is one of Beanstalk’s aims. Respondents spanned 
all age ranges from 18-24 and upwards, with the 
majority (36%) falling into the 55 to 64 year old age 
bracket, and a further 29% aged 65 to 74. 

Nearly 27% have been a reading helper for between 
one and two years and a further 13% have been 
helping children to read for over five years.

67% decided to become reading helpers to make 
a difference to society and the prospects of our 
children, while 14% got involved as a direct result 
of the London Evening Standard’s ‘Get London 
Reading’ campaign.

What do you find the children you  
support struggle with most?

20% An overall lack of self-confidence

18%  Their parents are unwilling or unable to read 
with them

15%  They have fallen behind, and get lost in a 
bigger class

13%  They are technically competent at decoding 
words, but struggle to find meaning in texts

10% They speak English as a second language

8%  They have behavioural, emotional and social 
difficulties (BEDS), such as Attention Deficit 
Disorder

7%  They have no books at home

5% They struggle with communication generally

4%  They have Special Educational Needs (SEN) 
such as dyslexia or autism
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In the shorter term, what do you think  
is the most important impact on children 
of Beanstalk’s work?

27%  Children’s confidence improving

22%  Children being able to enjoy reading

20%  Children with difficult lives having one-to-one 
time dedicated to them

13%  Children getting better at talking and 
communicating with people

8%  Children who are stronger readers doing  
better in all areas of schoolwork

4%  Children finding out about the world and  
raising their aspirations

4%  Children being able to think beyond the 
curriculum and talk, write and think about  
their own specific interests

2%  Children using their imaginations more

Which genre of book is most popular  
with the children you work with?

40% Families, pets and everyday life

29% Pirates, adventure and fantasy

10% Non-fiction or reference books

7% Traditional fairy-tales and nursery rhymes

6% Comic books and superheroes

3% Unicorns, fairies and ballerinas

3% Monsters, vampires and ghosts

2% Sci-fi, space and robots
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In the longer term, which of these factors 
do you consider to be the most significant 
impact of Beanstalk’s work on people  
and society?

27%  Raising children’s aspirations and helping 
them to feel positive about what they can do

24%  Making sure children are equipped to  
continue their education

24%  Helping to prevent illiteracy in the  
next generation as children supported  
by Beanstalk will grow up better able  
to read with their own children

12%  Minimising social exclusion

7%  Minimising long term economic exclusion

6%  Helping to prevent future offending

If you had a magic wand, what would 
you do to change the status of children’s 
literacy for good over the next 40 years? 

24%  A reading helper in every school that  
needs one

18%  Breaking down stigma of illiteracy, 
encouraging children who are struggling  
to seek help sooner

16%  Increased funding for literacy initiatives  
and charities

11%  More male role models for young people – 
within schools and the wider community

10%  Business involvement to raise children’s 
career aspirations and encourage them  
to learn to read

6%  A bundle of free books for every primary  
school child at the start of each year they  
are at school

6%  Better funding for libraries

5%  More high quality, exciting children’s literature

4%  More public figures, such as the Children’s 
Laureate, championing and raising awareness 
of children’s literacy
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“When children are 
assigned a reading 

helper, they react like 
they have won the lottery; 

just about every other 
child in the class would 
happily change places 

with them.”

“You can only react to 
 the child and react to the  

problems presented to you. 
Strict rules or guidelines aren’t 

what children need from a  
one-to-one session; you 

 just have to react to  
them.”

“If I had a magic wand I would wish for parents to get more 
involved in their children’s reading. Parents need to help with 
continuity – taking an interest in school work and reading in 

the evenings and during the holidays. Teachers can’t do it all.”

“It’s really important  
that the children can  

choose their own books, and that 
library surroundings are geared 

towards helping the children 
focus. It is also important that they 
understand what a library is and 

what it can be used for.”

“I had one child I 
 worked with who was very  

silent, completely undemonstrative. 
He was determined not to respond 

to me but after a couple of terms our 
relationship started to build and he 

started working on ideas and responding 
to the stories. After this he began to 
make very quick progress, and he  
even wrote his own Greek myth in  

class. It was a complete  
transformation.”

“I really like the ethos of 
Beanstalk, and found the 

training very smart. I’ve had 
good back-up, and there’s 

always someone there at the end 
of the phone if I have  

questions.”

Charter for Children’s Literacy
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“I ask teachers 
for information about 

the children to fi nd out what 
specifi c things they need 

help with, and then integrate 
that into sessions. I try to 

be reliable and unobtrusive, 
and teachers really 

appreciate that. 
They’re very busy and 
are focussed on the 

children, just
 like us.”

“The other day when I got to school I 
found that none of my current children was 

available so I had some fun catching up with a couple of 
the children I used to help.  In both cases they read to me 
fl uently and with real enjoyment and told me what they 

were choosing from the library to read at home. 
I do think that the intensive time I spent with them

 was a support at the right time and maybe I 
helped them to see reading as fun rather 

than a painful struggle.”

“I worked with one girl who 
just found reading impossible, 

and couldn’t settle to any book. But she 
liked to draw and was really good at it. 
We’d been reading Angelina Ballerina, 

which is a marvellous book with so much 
detail. Afterwards, we made a little book 

with her own shortened version of the 
story, and all the vocabulary at the 
back. She took the book to show-

and-tell and was
 so thrilled.”“As a former

 teacher and member 
of the National Union of 
Teachers, I don’t want to 
see volunteers replace 

teachers but I think they 
can help.”

“I have formed 
a close working 

relationship with the 
teachers and they 
keep me informed 

with how the children 
are getting on. It’s a 

team game.”

“I’d describe the relationship as being like a 
godmother – I have a genuine, real interest in the child, 
their education and the way they’re growing up. I give 
them lots of encouragement and then a long report at 

the end saying how impressed I am with them.”
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Looking ahead, the biggest challenge 
facing us is unquestionably child 
poverty. We know that children from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds 
– those on free school meals – are 
twice as likely to be struggling with 
literacy, and that a child born into 
poverty is going to be a year behind 

their peers at the point they start school. With 24% of 
children projected to be born into poverty by 2020, the 
reality is that implications of this will be the really pressing 
concern facing educationalists. We have to address how 
best to help those families and what type of interventions 
are going to have a positive impact before the child starts 
school. The value of the work Beanstalk does is in helping 
children to discover their identity as readers. The one-to-
one support really boosts self-esteem, because children 
are given the time and space to develop as readers and 
identify what motivates them. It’s not simply about being 
taught to read, it’s about having conversational space 
where they get to talk to an adult about what they enjoy. 

Jonathan Douglas
Director, National Literacy Trust

The school literacy strategy has been 
a positive development, and the quality 
and variety of children’s literature has 
also improved – the UK is a world leader 
in this area.

The most intractable challenge 
continues to be the cultural one, around 

the lack of reading and support for reading in the home. 
Every child should be arriving at school having had book 
experiences and possessing language skills, but that is 
not the case. This situation is a by-product of a number of 
issues – including time-poor parents with busy working 
lives, and a lack of access to local libraries and high street 
book shops – not just a problem connected with socio-
economic deprivation.

Fewer children are attending school with the mind-
set of learning; children first need to be motivated 
and to understand why they are learning and why 
that is important. This requires a really high level of 
professionalism on behalf of teachers and, in many cases, 
a range of professional support. 

Trained volunteers clearly play a useful role as part of 
this mix. One-to-one reading helpers provide consistency 
of support for children. Having someone who will just 
spend time reading with a child who doesn’t get help or 
encouragement at home is particularly important. 

Viv Bird
CEO, Booktrust 

It is an obvious truth that equipping 
children with a strong command of 
the spoken and written word is of 
paramount importance if they are to 
lead fulfilled lives and earn a living. 
The latest SATS and international 
data on children’s reading show that 
we are doing better. We should give 

credit to schools for that improved performance because 
it signals that the quality of the teaching of reading is 
also improving. At the same time, we must do all we 
can to improve faster if we are to narrow, significantly, 
the so-called ‘achievement gap’ between the most and 
least successful children. That the quality of an education 
system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers is 
another, much quoted, obvious truth. Working with 
teachers, Beanstalk volunteers who go into schools amply 
demonstrate how well-trained adults can be deployed to 
support children’s reading effectively as part of a team. 
Many heads and teachers testify to the commitment and 
enthusiasm of Beanstalk volunteers, and the value they 
add to the school’s reading programme. 

Sir Jim Rose
Former HMI and Ofsted Director of Inspection 

My concern is that the pressure on 
teachers does not afford them the time 
or space to be as creative as they might 
like. They have to be so focussed on 
moving children through the different 
levels – getting the phonics done and 
so on – and, as a result, reading can be 
seen as another chore. What’s needed is 

a way to open up children’s imagination and help them to 
see the point of reading, writing and talking. 

What Beanstalk should be most proud of over the past  
40 years, is in fact the achievements of every single 
individual child who has made progress and gained 
confidence in their reading. Of course it is not just with 
their reading; children gain confidence in all sorts of ways 
that will have a lasting impact on their likely success in the 
future. 

It is important for teachers, who know their children best, 
to identify the needs of each child, and identify who is likely 
to benefit most from a trained volunteer offering long-
term, one-to-one support in the way that Beanstalk does. 

Dr Sue Horner
Education and arts expert and Beanstalk trustee

Expert insights from across the sector
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Looking at recent developments from 
a publisher’s point of view, I think there 
has been a tremendous uplift in children 
reading, which is quite exciting – they are 
still reading traditional books but are also 
migrating towards new digital devices; 
these are second nature to many, 
predominantly middle class, children.

However, children’s literacy is still a great problem.  
There are lots of factors at play – the increasing 
polarisation between ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ applies  
in part to owning books and enjoying reading.

We have to be careful about how to approach this  
divide. Where people feel apathetic about literature,  
we need to be careful about what tools we use to improve 
their literacy.

The Beanstalk model is cost effective but also effective –  
it is affordable for schools, and provides one-to-one 
support, which is the system shown to be most useful.  
It’s also flexible – teachers can allocate children to reading 
helpers as and when they need support, and once they’ve 
made progress, they can move on.

Siobhan Kenny
Group Communications Director, HarperCollins  
and Beanstalk trustee

I am proud of the way Beanstalk has 
expanded its influence over the past  
40 years. The results that our volunteers 
achieve are a great spur to us, so I am 
also proud that we now do more to 
evaluate results in terms of reading 
progress, as well as being able to talk 
about making children’s lives happier. 

This substantiation helps us to demonstrate to schools 
and funders the value we can add.

I think that people are taking children’s literature 
increasingly seriously – the quality of writing for children 
has become far richer and more varied, and developments 
such as the appointment of a Children’s Laureate show the 
importance of children’s books. 

However, whilst children who do want to read have a wide 
selection of very good books to choose from, they also have 
a billion other things they can do to entertain themselves. 
What’s sad is that a lot of children don’t read for pleasure 
any more because they have so many other options – but 
books stretch the mind in a different way. Books encourage 
internal debate, and that is an important skill.

Beanstalk volunteers can’t replace teachers, or the 
attention of a parent, but we can complement these by 
being a sympathetic adult who has an ongoing relationship 
with the child, encourages them and tells them how well 
they’re doing.

Sally Floyer
Beanstalk trustee, reading helper  
and former children’s publisher

For too long, the relevance of  
basic literacy skills for Europe’s 
development has been taken for 
granted. We assumed that systems  
and institutions would be sufficient. 
We were wrong. Today, one in five 
Europeans - both adults and young 
people – do not have the literacy skills  
to fully participate in society.

To start with, addressing the root causes of illiteracy 
requires a shift in mindset and concerted action in a range 
of areas. For instance, we should accept that low literacy 
is not a problem brought about by migration. The vast 
majority of children and adults with poor literacy skills 
were born and bred in Europe. Secondly, diagnosing 
struggling readers as dyslexic will not help solve the 
problem. All the research shows that, in principle, every 
child can learn to read and write. And thirdly, teachers 
need the active interest and engagement by parents in the 
schoolwork of children at home. And finally, we need to 
raise attention to the issues in a big way, thereby breaking 
the taboo that holds back real and serious measures.  
All players in society should do their bit: from parents  
and kindergartens to health services, community 
programs and employers.

The shocking European figures show that there is no  
time to waste. Only joint commitment across society, 
across ages and across political timetables can create  
the literate environment and the quality of learning we 
need. We need to act now.

HRH Princess Laurentien of the Netherlands
UNESCO Special Envoy on Literacy for Development 
Chair, EU High Level Group on Literacy 
Founder and Chair, Stichting Lezen & Schrijven (NL)

If I had a magic wand, I would ensure 
public libraries were properly funded 
so they remained a thriving, innovative 
force for reading in every kind of 
community, especially those with high 
social deprivation indices. I would wish 
for political leadership and backing for 
a comprehensive library strategy along 

the lines currently operating in New Zealand. Libraries 
would offer children an inspiring blend of on- and off-line 
reading activities which turned them into readers for 
life, including multi-sensory experiences, social reading 
activities and gaming. 

Every single school would have public library partnerships 
in their school improvement plans and every head would 
have a policy ensuring automatic membership of the 
public library when a child joined the school.

Miranda McKearney
Chief Executive, The Reading Agency
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We often don’t give teachers the 
freedom to use their skills to get 
children reading in whatever way suits 
that individual child. For example, 
phonics works wonderfully for some 
children – but teachers need a range of 
tools at their disposal. We tie teachers’ 
hands behind their backs by giving them 

only one tool with which to approach children’s reading.

As well as giving teachers more freedom, the School 
Library Association would call for a library in every school, 
run by a trained librarian with a background in children’s 
literature and experience of helping and teaching children 
to read. Many schools have libraries and the positive 
impact is clearly seen in results and Ofsted reports.

If I had a magic wand, I would wish for plenty of literacy-
based events in schools – reading, writing, poetry – and 
for children to have a variety of ways to explore the written 
word. Children should be able to use other media, such 
as drama and dance, to explore works of literature. There 
should be a huge cultural offer available to underpin 
literacy. And of course, this cultural impact should be 
available to every child, not just those at schools that  
can currently afford it.

Tricia Adams
Director, School Libraries Association

It seems to me that there is a real 
need for joined-up thinking to improve 
children’s literacy - there are so many 
organisations, societies and pressure 
groups singing the same sort of tune. 
Public pressure is crucial; this is the 
only way that policies change. I find it 
absolutely extraordinary that we should 

even be arguing for greater literacy at this late date, when 
it’s the cornerstone of our culture and has a bearing on 
everything else we do and everything we can make of  
our lives.

I’ve been to very many schools as an author where the 
library consists of a couple of dusty shelves at the end of 
a corridor – so my wish would be for resources for the 
refurbishing and restocking of libraries. This could be done 
through a mix of public money and community support. 

I’d also like to see Beanstalk’s work continue to grow. One 
talks about increasing confidence in children and inspiring 
a lifelong love of reading. What does this is stories – the 
moment when a child, wide-eyed, feels that he or she has 
entered a parallel world. The magic of stories consists of 
narrative, sound and image, leavened by imagination. Once 
children are captivated by it, there’s no looking back. 

Literacy is at the heart of the matter.

Kevin Crossley-Holland
Children’s author and President  
of the School Library Association

To my very considerable surprise,  
I think children’s ‘literature’ has 
flourished tremendously during my 
lifetime. Children’s attitudes to books 
have changed, too. I won’t easily forget 
my 6-year-old grandson begging me for 
‘all the Harry Potters’ as a Christmas 
present because others at his school 

were reading them. I was struck by the urgency of his 
aspiration to achieve heroism in reading at an incredibly 
young age. 

Nowadays, you have to be increasingly ‘qualified’  
for almost every job. And that means doing an exam, 
which means reading and writing. Is it surprising that 
so many weak readers end up in prison? If you can’t do 
reading, you can’t do school – and if you can’t do school, 
you can’t do life. Join a gang. Commit a crime. Finally  
get some respect. 

It’s frightening. What can be done? I’m not sure, but  
I am doing what I can by producing an online reading 
game. We need politicians and teachers constantly 
to remind parents how fantastically important it is for 
their children to learn to read and love books. If there is 
a remediable problem, perhaps it is that parents – not 
children – need to do much more.

Peter Usborne
Managing Director, Usborne Publishing  
and founder, The Usborne Foundation.

I think children’s enthusiasm for reading 
and powers of concentration are still 
there, maybe even more so than in the 
past – just look at the huge success of 
the very long Harry Potter books. And 
there is a far greater variety of books 
available for children now compared 
with when I was a child. But obviously 

there is also a hugely increased number of rival leisure 
activities - TV, computers, gaming, virtual worlds – 
competing for children’s attention. 

In terms of society’s attitudes to children’s reading,  
I think that nowadays people seem terribly earnest about 
children’s reading habits. I would rather that the press 
devoted less space to worrying surveys and analysis, and 
instead devoted more space to news and reviews about 
actual children’s books.

If I had a magic wand, I would like to see every child being 
given a library ticket when they go to school, and schools 
regularly visiting their local libraries and encouraging 
children to take part in the Summer Reading Challenge. 
I also think it’s important to keep our libraries open and 
well-stocked, and to have trained children’s librarians.

Julia Donaldson
Children’s author
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When I was a child I had no idea what 
adults were talking about! Were there 
long articles in newspapers? Were 
there organisations set up to promote 
literacy? Maybe that’s the answer, then. 
Maybe this scrutiny of our children’s 
literacy levels is a recent thing. In the 
past I suspect everyone just got on 

with it. My own personal experience of going into schools, 
which I do a lot of, tells me that modern kids are very 
engaged with books and literature and writers. When I 
was growing up there weren’t very many ways in which 
children could entertain themselves. There weren’t all 
the fantastic things that we have now, like the internet 
and computer games and DVDs and children’s television 
channels. We had about an hour a day of, frankly quite 
rubbish, children’s television and that was about it, so I 
guess kids probably did read more then. Today, books 
need to find their place among all this other stuff.

We’re not supposed to say it but I think one of the biggest 
challenges is probably to do with class. Most books are 
written by middle-class people for middle-class people 
and my own experience of going into schools tells me 
that there is much more of a culture of books and reading 
amongst the middle classes. We need to work hard to 
instill in all children the idea that reading is not a waste 
of time, it can bring you great joy and help you to be more 
successful too.

Give me a magic wand and I would make all state schools 
equal to all private schools. Give them the same facilities, 
the same child to teacher ratio, the same resources… 
Failing that I would create another 10 JK Rowlings. It is 
easy to underestimate the impact that Harry Potter had on 
children’s publishing. That said, I do think we are living in 
something of a golden age of children’s writing and it’s just 
a case of getting the right books into the hands of kids.

Charlie Higson
Children’s author

For children to grow, they must 
be exposed to a range of different 
reading experiences. When children 
read fiction, they are gaining the 
ability to understand and empathise 
with characters, and thinking about 
the choices the author has made. 
Meanwhile, non-fiction texts can also 

help children to understand how the world works – 
there’s so much information out there, on the internet for 
example, and young people must be trained to synthesise 
information, analyse, interpret and weed out what is 
irrelevant and follow up on the useful information.  
This is a skill in itself.

We need high calibre teachers and the profession must  
be well supported. I’d like to see businesses working more 
closely with schools to help children learn about the world 
and encourage them to aspire towards fulfilling careers. 
I also believe that the arts need to play a greater role in 
firing children’s imaginations.

If children are going through a difficult or emotional time 
at school or home, just having a reading helper who is 
there when he or she says he or she will be there can be 
immensely important. Having a reading helper makes 
children feel special and gives them more confidence  
and assurance.

Bavaani Nanthabalan
Headteacher, Torriano Junior School  
in Camden and Beanstalk trustee

The prominence still given to book reviews in the national 
press, the proliferation of book awards and number of 
literature festivals for all ages indicates that - among parts 
of society - literature and literacy are still as important as 
they have ever been. The increasing use of the internet by 
authors and their greater willingness to reach out to young 
readers through school visits have meant that children 
have been inspired by their writing heroes.

However, the difficulty comes from a section of society 
for whom books don’t play a part in their daily lives. As 
parents they then find it an irrelevance to share reading 
with their children. The explosion of social media and the 
internet mean that much information can be found without 
the need to read through a text. Building this perseverance 
and accessing the pleasure of reading for those who have 
no family support or history of it is the real challenge.

We used to call it a poverty of aspiration, not real poverty 
– however, in the current economic climate the cost of 
books means literature is increasingly out of reach for 
struggling families. The local authority closure of libraries 
will take away what was an invaluable source of books for 
aspirant families.

Jared Brading
Executive Headteacher,  
St Mary’s Catholic Primary School, Battersea
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I think attitudes to children’s  
literacy have certainly improved in  
that there’s much more recognition 
of its importance now - and of the 
challenges that many children face.

However, I worry that, if reading is seen 
as too much of a challenge, it’s hard 

for children to see it as ‘fun’. Books, tablets, even smart 
phones, can offer brilliant reading experiences for all sorts 
of children - finding the right one is so important. I think 
encouraging a child to engage with a story - via reading or 
illustration or even drama and dance - is the key.

I think it can be very hard to understand other peoples’ 
lives while living our own - but that understanding is 
vital. I’d wave my magic wand and show everyone how 
challenging it can be to live with poor literacy skills IN 
REAL TIME. I think it would be a powerful lesson for  
many people.

Dominic Kingston
The Book People

In my own lifetime, government 
directives in literacy have increased 
exponentially, focusing chiefly on the 
more easily observable and measurable 
aspects of literacy learning. Notions of 
‘literacy’ now seem to focus on easily 
measurable outcomes, the delivery 
of a specific – and often narrow - 

curriculum, and literacy skills rather than children’s 
ability to make important sense of their inner and outer 
worlds through the medium of the written word, or their 
readiness to make use of the written word for information 
or pleasure. Ignoring all aspects of literacy learning except 
the most easily measurable does not allow teachers to get 
to grips with the most fundamental problems.

To enable them to promote reading for pleasure and 
reading for meaning, UKLA believes that it is important 
that teachers develop knowledge of a wide range of 
engaging children’s texts: poetry, classic children’s 
texts as well as modern texts that children enjoy today, 
if they are to truly encourage reading for pleasure and 
reflect a curriculum for the twenty-first century. The 
range of literature should also include popular culture, 
digital and multimodal texts, both fiction and non-fiction. 
We recognise the value of media, popular culture, 
visual literacy, multimodal texts, and new technologies 
in supporting children’s reading development and 
encouraging engagement with reading.

Alayne Öztürk
President, UK Literacy Association

Children’s literacy and literature 
remains a vital part of our national 
consciousness – look at the work 
of authors from Julia Donaldson to 
JK Rowling to see how widely loved 
and valued it is. However, reading 
competes with far more alternative 
entertainments than in the days of 

our youth – even those of 35, like me, can just about 
remember 3 channel TV – so the role of parents and role 
models in establishing the value of reading for our young 
people is vital.

One of the greatest challenges we face is in making sure 
children are exposed to the excitement and value of 
reading as early as possible. At age three, children from 
the poorest 20% of families have only a 45% chance of 
being read to every day, compared with an 80% chance 
for those from the richest 20%. It’s no surprise therefore, 
that there are gaps of up to a year in vocabulary by the 
time children start school, which then widen during school 
years, leaving young people unable to catch up and cutting 
them off from success in later life. Investment in reading in 
childcare settings, and supporting parents’ efforts before 
the school years, is vital. At school, mentors and class 
reader provision should have all our support.

If I had a magic wand, I would redefine our focus on what 
nurseries and other childcare settings are for – making 
them at least as much about child development as labour 
market participation of parents.

Neil Carberry
Director for Employment and Skills, CBI 
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Recommendations

To mark its 40th anniversary, Beanstalk is publishing the following 
list of calls to action – for government and policy makers, business, 
educationalists and children’s publishers. We want to ensure that,  
in another 40 years, no child leaves primary school unable to read  
to the required standard.

For government
•   Fund a trained reading helper in every primary school in the country 

•   Equip every primary school with a library by providing funding and catalysing local business 
partnerships, with the library facilities to be inspected by Ofsted

•   Acknowledge and measure the impact that illiteracy has on GDP and prosperity, and prioritise literacy 
in communities where it would otherwise ‘sink to the bottom’ due to other, shorter-term, concerns 

•   Require local authorities to increase and measure the assistance they give to parents of pre-schoolers 
seeking to improve their children’s literacy

•   Reform the primary curriculum to prioritise creativity by reducing testing, particularly in early years. 
Adopt a broader, joined-up approach that helps children to apply learning to real life and emphasises 
the purposes and pleasures of reading through playful and practical activities

For the teaching profession
•   Ensure teacher training builds teachers’ knowledge of contemporary children’s literature

•   Employ a broad repertoire of methods to teach reading, adapted to individual children, and empower 
teachers to identify those children for whom extra, one-to-one support would offer a vital intervention

•   Invite authors, reading helpers and local businesspeople into the classroom to give children a wider 
view of the opportunities and benefits of literacy

•   Primary headteachers and governing bodies to support continuous professional development and 
training for staff, ensuring excellence across their teaching teams

•   Acknowledge changing definitions of ‘literacy’ and ‘texts’ in light of new technology and styles of 
communication, ensuring that all children’s literacies are recognised as methods of meaning-making, 
understanding and creative expression

For business and the children’s publishing industry 
•   Businesses to enable staff to volunteer in their local schools through extended CSR policies

•   Businesses to raise children’s aspirations by organising school visits that open their eyes  
to career opportunities

•   Publishers to continue to invest in the children’s literature market, providing a range of eye catching 
titles, enriching storylines and engaging authors, to give primary teachers and reading helpers the 
very broadest possible range of books with which to engage under-confident or unenthusiastic readers 

•   Publishers to work with teachers to create new texts and materials that address classroom needs

•   Publishers to make the most of the full range of print and digital platforms to help inspire a love of 
reading in children and provide works that parents are keen to revisit time and again
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“ If every child could read both 
fluently and confidently and 
had some books that they 
loved – what a great start 
to secondary education that 
would be.”  
Viv Bird, Booktrust 

“ I would love all children to 
gain a sense of fun, pleasure 
and intellectual stimulation 
from reading. Reading is a 
basic skill, but is such an 
invigorating skill once you’ve 
mastered it.”  
Tricia Adams, SLA

“ We see education as one of 
the key routes out of poverty” 
Fergus Drake, Save The 
Children
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