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Foreword

Coram Beanstalk is a national children's reading
charity with over 50 years' experience in creating
readers through our one-to-one, in-person reading
support. To date we have supported over 250,000
children across the UK on their reading journey.
Today we are part of Coram, the longest serving
children’s charity in the UK. The Coram Group of
charities support hundreds of thousands of
children young people and families every year.

As we prepare for a new school year, we were keen
to analyse the extent to which children who will be
in primary school in September 2024 choose
reading when compared against a range of other
home and leisure activities. There is extensive
research that details the positive impact of reading
on confidence levels, school attainment and
longer-term life chances. We have the knowledge
and experience to deliver help in schools to
children who need extra support to become
readers, and this survey represents valuable
intelligence enabling parents, schools and
organisations to understand positioning of reading
as a choice of activity in the home.

In July this year we conducted a survey in
collaboration with Mumsnet, asking over 1,000
parents about

* their children’s activity choices in the home

* parental confidence in encouraging children to
choose to read

* their view on the importance of children
choosing to read.

The survey also considered differences across
household income and different activity patterns
between children from single parent homes and
those in two parent homes. The responses are
detailed in this report.

The full results can be found below, but the survey
indicates that, on average, there are three children
in an average school class (26.6 children) who never
choose reading at home.

Scaled up across the UK population of primary
school children, this means that nearly half a
million children begin secondary school without
the known advantage of being a reader. The survey
also finds that more than a quarter (28%) of
children going into their final year of primary
school (ages nine to ten) do not regularly, or never,
choose to read without parental input. This closely
correlates to reading attainment data for England,
with 26% of children not meeting the expected
standard in the 2024 KS2 SATs.

We believe that, with the right structure and
encouragement, we can get those children reading.
But this will require the commitment of schools,
parents, organisations and government. Parents
need help to feel more confident in encouraging
their children to choose to read, and we know that
schools are crucial in reaching children who are not
able to receive support in the home. There are
organisations, including Coram Beanstalk, set up to
provide help to children and their parents, but
schools need sufficient resources to allow access
to this.

About the data

Mumsnet is the UK's No1 parenting platform. This
data is from a survey of their users carried out in
July 2024. In total there were 1,084 respondents
split across the following children’s age groups:

Age Age Age Age Age Age Age
3to4 4tos sto6 6to7 7to8 Btog 9 to 10

186 176 154 164 146 130 128




We conducted the survey with parents of children
up to year five at the end of the last school year,
thus ensuring that it presents a picture of children
currently in primary school as we publish at the
start of the 2024/25 school year. The survey
focused on parental perception of children’s
activity choices in the home, parental confidence in
encouraging children to choose to read and their
view on the importance of children choosing to
read. The demographic data captured allowed us to
report on household income and family status
differences.

Key findings

* In an average primary school class of 26.6,
three children (11%) never choose to read at
home without parental input

* By the age of seven, nearly half (48%) of
children are choosing screen time as their top
choice of activity without parental input[1]

® As children come to the end of primary school,
more than a quarter of the class (28%) do not
regularly[2] or never choose to read without
parental input

* Nearly half a million children begin secondary
school without the known advantage of being
areader

® Children from households with income below
£35,000 are the least likely to choose to read
regularly (36%)

¢ Children from single households are three
times more likely to never choose to read
without parental input than those living with a
partner (27% vs 9%)

* Parents in single households are three times
more likely to lack confidence in encouraging
their child to read, than those living with a
partner (11% vs 33%).

[1] Screen time is the use of the internet for social media, watching TV or films, and playing video games. Reading is
classed as print or digital.

[2] Reading regularly is classed as once a week or more. 3



Is choosing to read important?
Is it not enough simply to be
able to read?

The survey data aligns with and supports the
plethora of data available on the developmental
importance of reading. We know that reading for
pleasure in early childhood has four times more
impact on a child’s progress across the curriculum
at age 16 than parental education or socioeconomic
status. [a]

The International Literacy Association defines
reading for pleasure as ‘the opportunity to read
freely, voluntarily, and with delight.” Within this
report we phrase this as ‘choosing to read’. A major
concern from this parent survey is that as children
come to the end of primary school, more than a
quarter of the class rarely or never choose to read
without parental input. Many children are not
reading without parental input whilst they are at
primary school; this means that they are less likely
to be readers, and, therefore, enter secondary
school at an academic disadvantage.

Reading is much more than an academic ability. It is
a skill that enhances memory, develops a strong
vocabulary and knowledge base, and allows access
to the wider curriculum. Reading also improves
wellbeing and builds empathy and understanding. A
recent study found that children who read had
better mental wellbeing, showed fewer signs of
stress and depression, as well as improved
attention and fewer behavioural problems, such as
aggression and rule breaking. [b]

Becoming a reader is not something that happens
without support. Learning to read requires effort,
and children need to see that the end goal is worth
it. For children to become readers they need to see
the joy of reading from role models who show their
reading enthusiasm by being seen to read, and
share books that tempt children into the world of
reading. For some children, reading is simply a part
of daily life, a pressure free and joyous activity.

“He loves books/magazines/anything with words,
and there are plenty of them round the house, so
he has a ready supply. I've always read to him, but
he's much like me in his love of reading so | don't
think there's anything in particular I've done to
encourage it, it's just who he is.”

Parent of an 8/9 year-old

“They enjoy other activities, they see reading as a
chore as it is encouraged so much by school.”
Parent of an 8/9 year-old

Do children choose to read at

home?

When we asked parents to rank a range of
activities in order of which their children were
most likely to choose, the results varied across the
age groups. When we combined all age groups,
reading was the least likely activity to rank top,
with an average of only 7% of children choosing to
read as their number one choice. Watching TV or
films (17.2%) was the most popular top choice.

“Just doesn't find it interesting, and reading
requires effort! Prefers non-fiction if forced to
read. Easier to watch TV/ phone. As parents, we
don't model good reading habits.”

Parent of a 9/10 year- old

“Other things are easier, he associates it with bed
time”
Parent of 7/8 year-old

“Schools trying to promote daily reading has made
it feel like a chore since he went back to school
after lockdown. Before that he would choose to
read a lot more.”

Parent of a 8/9 year-old



Top choice of activity - average across all age groups

Watch TV or films I
Play with toys and games HNIEINININGNGEGGGGG
Play video games I
Play outside NI

Do something creative, like draw, or paint | INNININININININGGGGG
Use the internet, e.g. use social media like... INNEGEGINGGGGGGGG

Play with construction toys like Lego NG

Read stories, non-fiction, magazines,... NG

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% |

Looking at the different age groups, the top choice for younger children, aged three to four, is to play
with toys and games. Playing video games peaked significantly as the number one ranked activity (35%)
in the eight to nine age group, before dropping down to be number two ranked activity (19%) for older
children, aged nine to ten, where the most popular choice is internet use such as social media such as
YouTube or TikTok (28%).

“He did go through a phase of choosing to read but now he's in a phase of choosing to watch YouTube”
Parent of a 9/10 year-old




Top choice of activity by age
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Although we can apply a level of expectation that reading was less likely to be the top

choice for children, we would hope that it featured within the top three choices of ways to
spend time. However, we found that reading is also the least likely activity to be ranked
within the top three choices for children.

Watch TV or films 49%
Play with toys and games 47%
Play outside 45%
Do something creative, like draw, or paint 45%
Play video games 31%
Play with construction toys like Lego 29%
Use the internet, e.g. use social media like YouTube or TikTok 28%

Read stories, non-fiction, magazines, comics, or newspapers (print or digital)

The biggest jump in reading as a top three choice is between ages seven to eight rising
from 29% to 38% before fluctuating a little. This jump occurs as children enter upper
primary and are likely to be more secure in their decoding skills, and that parental
confidence in encouraging reading peaks at the end of lower primary school. As children
enter the final year of primary school this reduces to 32% of parents of nine to ten year
olds ranking reading in their child’s top three choices of activity, with the most popular top
three choice being use of the internet (50%).



How often are children choosing
toread?

As well as finding out about the ranking of reading
as an activity at home, we asked how often
parents felt their children were choosing to read.
Although parents of one in three children going
into their final year of primary school rank reading
within their child’s top three choices, more than a
quarter of this group (28%) do not regularly
choose to read; a significant proportion have not
become readers[3]. This closely correlates to
reading attainment data for England with 26% of
children not meeting the expected standard in the
2024 KS2 SATSs. [c]

With the longer-term impact and economic cost of
poor literacy skills well-evidenced, we should be
concerned at the number of children who are not
becoming readers. [d]

Across all year groups, without input from their
parents, one in ten children never choose to read. In
an average class (26.6 children), three children never
choose to read at home. Scaled up across the
population of primary school children this would
mean nearly half a million children begin secondary
school without the known advantage of being a
reader. [e]

Frequency of choosing to read by age group
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"I have read with them since they were born, we often have an hour on the sofa/bed where we all get

comfy and read our books. | have hundreds of books in the house. We visit the library and book shops

often. | still read to them even though they can read independently.”

Parent of a 6/7 year-old

[3] We class a reader as someone who would choose to read (as opposed to being told to read) at least once a week,

showing that they enjoy reading as an activity of their own free will.



Does household income and
family status affect reading for
pleasure?

We compared the data for household income and
family status and found that children from low-
income households[4] are less likely to read
regularly (64%) than those from higher income
households[5] (75-79%), and significantly less likely
to read every day (29% vs 43%).

Family status has the most significant impact on
the frequency of children choosing to read.
Children from single parent homes are three times
more likely to never choose to read (27% vs 9%)
and are less likely to read regularly without
parental encouragement (44% vs 78%).

How do parents feel about their
children choosing to read?

We asked parents about their thoughts on children
choosing to read and their own confidence in
encouraging their children to choose to read.
Across all age groups, most parents felt that it was
important that children chose to read without
their input, with little difference across the age
groups.

Although parents felt it was important that their
child chose to read, they were less confident that
they could encourage their children to read ahead
of choosing other activities. Confidence peaked for
parents of six to seven year-olds and a significantly
declined (42% to 31%) as children were about to
enter their final year of primary school.

Parents feeling very confident to encourage their child to read

Age3tod Agedtod AgeStob

[4] Low-income was defined as less that £35,000 per annum

Agebto?

Age JtoB Age8to9 Age9to 10

[5] Higher income was defined as greater than £75,000 per annum



When we look at this information for the low
income and single parent families, we see that
there is little difference across these demographics
for the importance of children choosing to read,
yet a lack of confidence in encouraging their
children to choose to read in both groups.

In households with income below £35k, 61% of
parents said they were confident in encouraging
their children to read, compared with 73-76% of
parents in households with income above £75k.
Single households are three times more likely to
lack confidence in encouraging their child to read,
than those living with a partner (1% vs 33%). Only
13% of single households rank reading in their
child’s top three choices of activity, and none (0%),
rank reading as their child’s top choice of activity.

Comments made by parents from all demographics
who have been successful in encouraging their
child to read indicate that both time and resources
have played a significant part in achieving this.
Many parents comment on having a home filled
with books and trips out to choose new ones.
However, for families struggling financially, even
visiting the library can be beyond reach and one in
five children do not own a book. [f]

Nearly a quarter of parents of children who were
reading regularly said that accessibility to books
was a key reason for this, with over half saying
parental/family encouragement was key.

“Read to as a baby. Books at bedtime / shared
stories from birth. Regular library visits. A house
full of books. Magazine subscriptions. A teacher

mum.
Parent of a 9/10 year-old

For the children that were not choosing to read the
main reason given was a lack of interest or
motivation, however this did not directly correlate
to lower income or single status.

“It is far too easy to access TV and games. | work
and am busy with chores so | cannot spend long
time chasing my child to read all the time. The
children do reading at school so my child doesn't
want to read any more.

Parent of an 8/9 year-old

Household income - confidence in encouraging children to
choose to read
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|
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Family status - confidence in encouraging children to choose to read
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Is screen time stopping children reading?

Reading does become more popular in upper primary, which likely correlates with reading ability
improving.. However, it is still only the sixth most likely activity to rank in the top three choices. Playing
with toys and games or construction toys fall out of favour for older children, with use of the internet
becoming more prevalent. At the age of eight to nine, over half of parents (52%) ranked use of the
internet in their child’s top three choices of activity.

Watch TV or films

Play video games 46%
Play outside 42%
Do something creative, like draw, or paint 42%
Use the internet, e.g. use social media like YouTube or TikTok 39%
Read stories, non-fiction, magazines, comics, or newspapers (print or digital)

Play with toys and games 27%
Play with construction toys like Lego 25%




There is a steady increase in screen-based
activities from ages six to seven. Nearly half of
(48%)
activities as their number one choice, which

children would choose screen-based
increases to roughly six in ten (58 to 63%) from age
eight onwards. When we look at reading frequency,
we see that reading regularly starts to decline from
age 8 (81%). There were several

comments for the older age group that indicated

parental

screens were becoming a distraction.

'Too many distractions from other things - mostly
TV and phone.”
Parent of a 9/10 year-old

“l think the amount of TV/Video games affects
children's imagination so they find the books less
exciting and reading a bit difficult. Although my
son reads well and | make him read every day, it's
not an activity he would choose on his own.”
Parent of 9/10 year-old

For children that are choosing to read, parents
create screen-free time to remove this distraction.
“I don't allow unlimited screen time otherwise
that's all he would do.” Parent of a 9/10 year-old
“He has easy access to plenty of books on topics
that interest him. Internet and computer time is
restricted to set time limits, but there is no
restriction on reading time."” Parent of a 9/10 year-
old.

Looking at reading as a choice against a range of
activities, we see that screens are more likely to
feature in the top choice of activities than reading.
This may be true for adults as much as it is for
children. In a recent report by The Reading Agency,
only half of adults are now reading for pleasure
with 20% citing the distraction of social media as a
barrier to reading more. [g]

It is likely that if adults are reading less and
spending more time on screens then children will
have fewer opportunities to see adults reading,
which can impact on their reading engagement.

Top choices across the age groups
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Conclusion

Many children are never choosing to read and a
significant proportion do not read regularly by
choice. The survey shows that reading is rarely a
top choice of activity, and that screens are a
distraction. However, we do not seek to demonise
screens - children do need to be ready for a career
that will likely heavily feature tech. We do believe
that careful management of screen time by
parents may give a more positive balance and allow
children more opportunity to choose to read.

Low household income and single household status
negatively affects children’s reading frequency and
for children that may already be at a disadvantage,
not becoming a reader can exacerbate this. With
the evidence showing that reading for pleasure can
improve educational outcomes and be a means of
reducing inequality, we should be supporting
children from these demographics in particular to
develop a lifelong reading habit.

What works in the home?

From our experience, echoed through comments
from parents whose children do choose to read, we
recommend these three actions in the home to
encourage children to choose to read.

1.Model good reading habits and make reading
for pleasure a normal activity throughout the
day.

2.Manage screen-time and other distractions by
creating protected time for relaxed reading
and chatting about books together.

3.Use libraries to provide access to a range of
books around the home, and be positive about
children’s reading preferences to create a
supportive reading environment.

Our recommendations

1. Support parental confidence in
encouraging children to choose to read
particularly in lower income and single
parent households

The survey showed that the majority of parents
feel that their children choosing to read is
important, however many lack the confidence to
encourage good reading habits. We believe that we
need to open a conversation about the challenges
of getting children away from choosing screens as
the default downtime activity and to encourage
them to more often choose reading in a non-
pressured way.

2. Support children to maintain the
reading peak seen at the end of lower
primary

As well as supporting parents to be more confident
in encouraging their children to choose to read, we
need to support children to continue to choose
reading as they go through upper primary school to
maintain the peak in reading frequency seen at age
six to seven. We must keep the enjoyment of
reading alive and provide support to children at
risk of falling behind as they go into Y3/P3.

3. Help children who don’t choose to read
in ways that don’t feel like ‘school’

We know from comments that school encouraging
reading does not always work, but we also know
from our work that an individual without the role
of parent or teacher can bring the pleasure of
reading to harder to reach children. We want to
equip and mobilise communities to bring support
to children who are not reading by choice, and at
Coram Beanstalk we 50 vyears'

have over

experience in doing just that.
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