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Introduction

2023 has been a year characterised by notable highs
and lows in children and young people’s reading.

For example, in May, it was announced that English 10-year-olds had reached
their highest ever place in the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
(PIRLS) rankings, coming in fourth of 43 countries (behind only Singapore, Hong
Kong and Russia). Researchers found that the top three predictors of reading
achievement were performance in the Year 1 phonics check, number of books at
home and home socioeconomic status (SES), with students with higher home SES
performing better than those with lower SES (Lindorff et al., 2023). These
findings highlight the importance of supporting early literacy, access to reading
resources and initiatives focusing on children from lower-income backgrounds.

Researchers also found that, across all countries, positive reading attitudes
(such as liking reading and feeling confident about it) were associated with
higher average reading achievement. However, overall reading enjoyment was
lower in this PIRLS cycle than in previous years. We have observed this trend in
our own research, with reading enjoyment levels decreasing in recent years
following a significant uptick during the pandemic in 2020 (Cole et al., 2022). At
the same time, existing gaps in reading enjoyment increased manifold during
periods of educational disruption, with boys from disadvantaged backgrounds at
particular risk of poor reading engagement.

Now, in 2023, we find children and young people’s reading enjoyment is at crisis
point. Just 2in 5 (43.4%) 8- to 18-year-olds told us in early 2023 that they
enjoyed reading. This is the lowest level of reading enjoyment we have recorded
since 2005. A large part of the reason is that fewer of the children and young
people who have traditionally enjoyed reading, such as girls and those aged 8 to
11, now say that they enjoy it.

Declining reading enjoyment across a growing number of children and young
people must act as a wake-up call for all who support children and young

people’s reading for pleasure and the many benefits it can bring. The recent
publication of a revised Reading Framework aimed at primary and secondary
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schools in England (DfE, 2023) offers some measure of hope. The importance of
reading for pleasure is foregrounded in a detailed section devoted to developing
areading-for-pleasure culture, and throughout the document there is reference
to the supportive conditions and drivers of volitional reading. However, the gulf
between the aims and objectives of the Reading Framework and the findings of
this report further underscore the critical importance of urgent action to
address these low and declining levels of reading enjoyment.

“Just 2in 5 (43.4%) 8- to 18-year-olds told
us in early 2023 that they enjoyed reading in
their free time. This is the lowest level of

reading enjoyment we have recorded since
2005.”

Method

We conducted our latest Annual Literacy Survey between January and the middle
of March 2023. We made available two surveys: one for children aged 5 to 8 and
one for children and young people aged 8 to 18. The surveys contain similar
questions but the one for the younger age group is shorter and more pictorial.

7,285 children aged 5 to 8 and 64,066 children and young people aged 8 to 18
took part. Overall, 71,351 children and young people aged 5 to 18 from 285 schools
in the UK participated in this online survey.
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Key findings for 2023 include:

Reading enjoyment in free time

0

0

Justover2in5 (43.4%) children and young people aged 8 to 18 said that they
enjoyed reading in their free time in 2023.

This is the lowest level of reading enjoyment we have recorded since we
began asking children and young people this question in 2005.

Fewer boys than girls said they enjoyed reading in their free time in 2023,
regardless of whether they were aged 5to 8 or 8 to 18. However, the gender
gap inreading enjoyment for those aged 5 to 8 was twice the size of that for
those aged 8 to 18 (9.4 percentage points vs. 4.8 percentage points).

3 Overdall, the gender gap in reading enjoyment has halved for those
aged 8 to 18 over the past 18 years, decreasing from a 10.7-
percentage-point difference in favour of girls in 2005 to a 4.8-
percentage-point difference in 2023, still in favour of girls. However,
this drop is largely because of a greater drop in reading enjoyment in
girls than in boys, mirroring findings seen more globally.

Reading enjoyment in free time decreased with age, with 3in 4 (75.3%) 5- to
8-year-olds saying that they enjoyed reading in their free time. Interestingly,
in 2023, the same percentage of children aged 8 to 11 as those aged 16 to 18
said that they enjoyed reading in their free time (56.2%), sandwiching a dip
in enjoyment for those aged 11 to 14 and 14 to 16 (40.4% and 40.8%,
respectively).

3 The number of children aged 8 to 11 who said that they enjoyed
reading in their free time has decreased by 11.3 percentage points
overthe past18years. Thisisin contrast to a more stable percentage
of young people aged 11 to 14 who said the same over this period. At
the same time, the number of young people aged 14 to 16 who enjoyed
readingin their free time increased over the past 18 years, rising from
32% in 2005 to 40.8% in 2023.

Fewer children who received FSMs said they enjoyed reading in their free
time in 2023 compared with those who didn’'t receive FSMs (39.5% vs. 43.8%).
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3 Since 2005, the gap in reading enjoyment between FSM and non-FSM
children and young people has persisted, increasing marginally from
a 3.7-percentage-point gap in 2005 to a 4.3-percentage-point
difference in 2023.

3 Boys who received FSMs in 2023 had the lowest levels of reading
enjoyment (38.4%), followed by girls who received FSMs (39.9%).
However, levels of reading enjoyment dropped more for girls,
regardless of whether they received FSMs or not.

O«

There was little difference in reading enjoyment between children and
young people from England, Wales or Scotland. Fewer children and young
people from Northern Ireland said that they enjoyed reading in their free
time but, because of the small sample size, this percentage needs to be
treated with caution.

0 There were regional differences in reading enjoyment across England, with
levels being highest in Greater London (51.5%) and lowest in the East
Midlands (39.9%).

Enjoying reading in free time versus at school

1 In2023,the same percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 said
that they enjoyed reading in their free time (43.4%) as said that they
enjoyed reading at school (44.6%).

1 Bothtypes ofreading enjoyment were positively related (r =.626), indicating
that those who enjoyed reading at school also enjoyed reading in their free
time. Indeed, 3 in 4 (72.6%) children and young people who enjoyed reading
in their free time also enjoyed reading at school, while 3in 4 (74.6%) children
and young people who enjoyed reading at school also enjoyed reading in
their free time.

0 Thissuggests1in 4 children and young people didn’t enjoy reading
in either location.

1 Enjoying reading at school was associated with the same demographic
profiles as we saw for enjoying reading in free time. Marginally more girls
than boys (45.3% vs. 43.0%) said that they enjoyed reading at school, as did
younger rather than older (66.4% vs. 44.3%) pupils, and marginally more
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children and young people who didn’t receive FSMs than their FSM peers
(44.3% vs. 41.9%).
o0 While mirroring the relationships we saw with reading enjoyment

in free time, the differences between the groups are much smaller
when it comes to reading enjoyment at school. While the gender
gap in reading enjoyment in free time was 4.8 percentage points,
there was only a 2.8-percentage-point gender gap in reading
enjoyment at school. This is largely because more boys enjoyed
reading at school, while the percentage for girls was nearly the
same regardless of location.

The gap between those who received FSMs and those who didn’t
in their enjoyment of reading was smaller at school (2.4
percentage points) than at home (4.3 percentage points). This
was largely because more children and young people who
received FSMs enjoyed reading at school, while the percentage of
non-FSM children and young people remained nearly the same
regardless of location.

However, the age differences increased for reading enjoyment at
school, nearly doubling from a 15.4-percentage-point difference
to a 32.2-percentage-point difference. This is because more
children aged 8 to 11 said that they enjoyed reading at school,
while fewer of those aged 14 to 16 said the same.

1 More children and young people from Wales told us that the enjoyed reading

at school compared with their peers from England, Scotland and Northern

Ireland.

1 More children and young people from the North East (50.6%) and Greater

London (50.3%) said that they enjoyed reading at school, while the smallest

percentage of children and young people who said that they enjoyed writing
came from the South East (40.3%), the South West (41.0%) and East
Midlands (41.2%).

Daily reading in free time

0 Fewer than 3in10 (28.0%) children and young people aged 8 to 18 said that

they read daily in their free time in 2023.
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0 Levelsin 2023 were identical to those seen in 2022. However, overall, there
has been a 26% decrease in the number of children and young people aged
8 to 18 who read daily in their free time over the past 18 years, decreasing
from 38.1% in 2005 to 28.0% in 2023.
More girls than boys read daily, regardless of whether they were aged 5 to
8 or aged 8 to 18.

3 While there has been some variation in specific years, the gender gap

(@4

in daily reading has largely remained the same over the past 18 years,
only marginally decreasing from a 7-percentage-point gap in 2005 to
a b.5-percentage-point difference in 2023.

0 Levels of daily reading decreased with age, with nearly twice as many
children aged 5 to 8 saying that they read in their free time compared with
those aged 11to 16 (51.8% vs. 28.0%).

3 Fewerchildren aged 8 to11said in 2023 that they read daily compared
with 2005 (36.9% vs 40.5%), while the percentage of those aged 11to
14 who read daily has remained largely unchanged over that period
(25.8% vs. 26.1%). At the same time, the number of young people aged
14 to 16 who read daily in their free time increased slightly over the
past 18 years, rising from 21.4% in 2005 to 25.7% in 2023.

0 Fewer children who received FSMs read daily compared with those who
didn’t receive FSMs (24.1% vs. 28.8%).

3 The FSM gap in daily reading has halved over the past 18 years,
decreasing from an 8-percentage-point gap in 2005 to a 4.7-
percentage-point difference in 2023. This is largely because of a
bigger drop in daily reading levels for those from a non-FSM (10.2
percentage points) than an FSM background (6.9 percentage points)
over this time period.

3 Boyswhoreceived FSMs had the lowest levels of daily reading in 2023
(21.5%). However, daily reading levels improved for boys, regardless
of whether they received FSMs or not, between 2022 and 2023, while
those for girls dropped regardless of whether they received FSMs or
not.

0 More children and young people in England said that they read daily,
followed by children and young people in Scotland and Wales. Only 1in 6
(18.1%) children and young people from Northern Ireland said that they read
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daily in their free time but, due to the small sample size, this finding needs
to be treated with caution.

0 More children and young people in Greater London (30.8%), the South West
(29.8%), the North East (29.4%) and East of England (29.1%) said that they
read daily in their free time, while the East Midlands (24.0%), Yorkshire and
the Humber (25.4%) and the South East (25.5%) were the regions with the
fewest children and young people who read daily.

0 Reading enjoyment in free time and daily reading in free time were linked (r
= .614): four times as many children and young people who enjoyed reading
in their free time also said that they read daily in their free time compared
with those who didn’t enjoy reading (50.0% vs. 11.1%).

3 Thisrelationship was less strong forthose aged 5to 8 (r=.371), where
twice as many of those who enjoyed reading in their free time said
that they also read daily in their free time compared with those who
didn’t enjoy reading (59.8% vs. 27.3%).

What children and young people were reading in their
free time in 2023

5-to 8-year-olds read a variety of materials, although mainly on paper:

O«

3in 4 (73.5%) read stories on paper (21.0% on screen), while nearly 3 in 5
(57.6%) read about facts (15.8% on screen). More than 1in 3 (37.5%) read
magazines on paper (7.2% on screen) or read poems (36.2%, 14.4% on
screen).

0 Fewer children aged 5 to 8 in 2023 read stories on paper (-3.6pp) or on
screen (-0.7pp) compared with 2022. Fewer also read non-fiction on screen
(-1.8pp) but more read non-fiction on paper (+4pp).

0 More 5-to 8-year-olds read poems on paper (+4.1pp) and more read comics

on paper (+2.2pp) in 2023 than in 2022. Those aged 8 to 18 also read a variety

of materials on screen and paper.

Screen reading was more common for those aged 8 to 18:

0 Half (60.7%) read fiction on paper, while 1in 4 (25.8%) read it on screen.
0 Over2in5 (43.7%) read non-fiction on paper, while 17.1% read it on screen.
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O« O«

7in10 (69.3%) read song lyrics on screen, while only 8.8% read it on paper.
Slightly fewer children and young people aged 8 to 18 read any of these
materials either on paper or on screen compared with 2022. Exceptions
were reading song lyrics or poems on screen and comics on paper, which
slightly more children and young people did in 2023 compared with 2022.

What motivated children and young people to read in
2023 (8 to 18 only)?

We grouped children and young people’s motivations to read into three

categories: curious reader, mindful reader and social reader.

0

O«

The curious readers included the 1in 2 children and young people who read
to learn new words (55.6%) or new things (55.3%). 2 in 5 of this group also
said that reading helped them understand the views of others (39.2%) and
helped them learn about other cultures (38.5%).

The mindful readers included those who read because it helped them relax
(59.4%) or those where reading made them feel happy (46.0%). 3 in 10 also
said that reading made them feel confident (29.8%) or helped them with
problems (27.3%).

The social readers included those who read because it helped them learn
more about the issues and causes they cared about (29.7%) and those
where reading helped them feel connected to the world (25.7%).1in 8 also
read because it helped them spend time with others (12.6%).

While boys and girls were equally likely to say that they were curious or
social readers, more girls than boys said that they were mindful readers
(32.3% vs. 24.4%). More of those aged 8 to 11 were in each category
compared with the other age groups, with the exception being those aged
16 to 18 where more said that they were curious or social readers compared
with their peers aged 11 to 14 and those aged 14 to 16. Marginally more
children and young people who received FSMs were found in the three
categories compared with their non-FSM peers, but the differences
between the two groups were small.
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What would make children and young people aged 8 to
18 want to read?

0

O«

When asked what would make them want to read, most (38.4%, or 2 in 5) said
that having books recommended to them would do this. 1in 3 said that being
given books (32.1%) or having books that represent them (31.5%) would
make them want to read. 1in 4 (23.3%) said that they would read more if
their friends or family talked about books, while 1in 6 (17.6%) said that
seeing someone they look up to read or talk about reading would do this.

More girls than boys and more of those aged 8 to 11 than their older peers
said that any of the presented options would make them want toread. There
were no differences by FSM uptake in what would make them want to read.

Children and young people’s perceptions of their
reading environment (8 to 18s only)

o

(0]

O«

O«

4in 5 (79.2%) children and young people aged 8 to 18 told us in 2023 that
they had a quiet space at home where they could work, read or take time
out. This, however, means that 1in 5 (20.8%) don’t. Similarly, 4 in 5 (81.4%)
told us that they had their own desk or table where they could write, draw
or do homework, meaning that nearly 1in 5 (18.6%) didn’t.

Having a quiet space at home was more strongly associated with reading
enjoyment and daily reading than having a desk/table of their own. For
example, 47.9% of those who had a quiet space at home said that they
enjoyed reading compared with 30.9% who didn’t have a quiet space.
Slightly more girls than boys said that they had a quiet space or adesk/table
of their own at home. Access to both also increased with age, with more
young people aged 14 to 16 and 16 to 18 saying that they had a quiet space
or a desk/table than their younger peers. Having access to a quiet space or
their own desk/table was also associated with FSM uptake, with fewer
children and young people who received FSMs saying that they had a quiet
space or a desk/table than their non-FSM peers.
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We also asked children and young people about the ways they might have been
supported in their reading in the past four weeks:

0

O«

1in 2 (562.9%) told us in 2023 that they had been encouraged to read by their
parents/carers, 2 in 5 (40.8%) talked about what they were reading with
their family, while fewer (30.7%) talked about what they were reading with
their friends. 2 in 5 (39.1%) said that they got reading recommendations
from their family, while 1in 4 said that their friends had helped them find
things to read (24.8%). 3 in 5 (58.4%) said that they had seen their
parents/carers read, while 1in 5 (19.9%) had read with their family.

3 More children and young people reported in 2023 that they had been
encouraged toread by their parents/carers (+8.1 percentage points)
and that their family had helped them find things to read (+11.3
percentage points) compared with 2022. More also reported talking
about reading with their family (+2 percentage points) or their friends
(+0.7 percentage points).

There were only a few gender differences in parental support, with an
almost equal number of boys and girls saying that they had been
encouraged to read by their parents/carers, that their family had helped
them find things to read and that they had seen their parents/carers read.
An almost equal percentage of boys and girls had also read with their
parents/carers. However, more girls than boys said that they had talked
about their reading with family and friends, and twice as many girls as boys
said that their friends had helped them find things to read.

Parental encouragement declined with age, as did parental support in
finding things to read. Nearly seven times as many children aged 8 to 11 also
said that their parent/carer read with them compared with young people
aged 14 and older. Friends take on an increasingly important role for the
older age group, with more of those aged 16 to 18 saying that they talked
about their reading with friends compared with their younger peers. There
was no age difference in children and young people seeing their
parents/carers read.

Fewer children and young people who received FSMs said that they were
encouraged to read by their parents/carers and fewer saw their
parents/carers read compared with those who didn’t receive FSMs. Slightly
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fewer also talked about their reading with their parents/carers, while more
said that their parents/carers read with them.

0 There was a moderate positive relationship between reading enjoyment (r
= .367), reading frequency (r = .402) and children and young people’s
perceived reading environment score. Nearly three times as many children
and young people who perceived their reading environment to be
supportive said they enjoyed reading compared with those who perceived
their environment to be less supportive (63.9% vs. 25.4%), while twice as
many read daily in their free time (41.7% vs. 17.7%).

Reading in 2023

Enjoying reading in free time over time

We have been tracking the reading enjoyment levels of children and young people
aged 8 to 18 since 2005 and, in 2023, we recorded the lowest level to date for this
age group (see Figure 1), with just over 2 in 5 (43.4%) children and young people
aged 8 to 18 saying that they enjoyed reading in their free time. This is
substantially lower than the 3 in 4 (75.3%) children aged 5 to 8 who told us that
they enjoyed reading in their free time in 2023.

Figure 1shows the variability of reading enjoyment levels of those aged 8 to 18
over time. Reading enjoyment peaked in 2016 when nearly 3 in 5 told us that they
enjoyed reading in their free time. Levels dropped to a then all-time low in 2020,
which coincided with a period just before the first national lockdown as a result
of the Covid-19 pandemic. Levels rose somewhat unexpectedly during the first
national lockdown but, by 2022, levels had dropped back to that last seen in early
2020 when we recorded the then-lowest level of reading enjoyment since we

"We didn’t start collecting information from 5- to 8-year-olds until 2019. For comparison-over-time purposes this analysis
only contains data for children and young people aged 8 to 18.
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began surveying children and young people aged 8 to 18 in 2005. As mentioned
above, 2023 set a new all-time low record for this age group.

Figure 1: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who enjoyed
reading in their free time either very much or quite a lot from 2005 to 2023

2005
2007
2009
2010
20M
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017/2018
2019
2020
May-20
2021
2022
2023

43.4%

51.4%
50.6%
50.6%
49.1%
50.2%
50.3%
53.3%
54.4%
54.8%
b8.6%
56.6%
53.0%
47.8%
55.9%
51.5%
47.8%

Reading enjoyment in free time by gender, age group
and free-school-meal uptake

Who enjoyed reading in 20237 As shown in Figure 2, more girls than boys said that
they enjoyed reading? in 2023 regardless of whether they were aged 5to 8 or
aged 8 to 18. Figure 2 also shows that reading enjoyment declines with age, with 3
in 4 of those aged 5 to 8 saying that they enjoyed reading compared with 3 in 5 of
those aged 8 to 11. Only 2 in 5 of those aged 11 to 14 and those aged 14 to 16 said

2Boys aged 5 to 8: 46.4% (n = 3,383), girls aged 5 to 8: 49.2% (n = 3,587), 0.7% (n = 54) described themselves another way,
3.6% (n = 261) didn’t want to state their gender. Boys aged 8 to 18: (n = 30,077, 46.9%), girls aged 8 to 18: (31,076, 48.5%),
2.3% (n =1,485) didn’t want to specify their gender and 2.2% (n =1,428) described themselves another way. Aged 5to 8 =
9.2% (n = 6,444); aged 8 to 11=15.8% (n =10,127); aged 11to 14 = 66.4% (n = 42,523); aged 14 to0 16 =15.1% (n = 9,667); aged 16
1018 =2.7% (n =1,749). For those aged 8 to 18 only: FSM:16.3% (n =10,418); non-FSM: 72.0% (n = 46,116); didn’t want to say:
1.6% (n =1,046); didn’t know: 10.1% (n = 6,486). The demographic make-up of our 2023 sample was largely comparable to
that of our 2022 and previous samples.
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the same. However, levels recovered somewhat for those aged 16 and above,
with nearly 3 in 5 saying that they enjoyed reading. Indeed, in 2023, the same
percentage of children aged 8 to 11 as those aged 16 to 18 said that they enjoyed
reading in their free time. Fewer children and young people who received free
school meals (FSMs), our proxy of socioeconomic background, said that they
enjoyed reading compared with their peers who didn’t receive FSMs.

Figure 2: Percentage of children and young people who enjoyed reading in their
free time in 2023 by gender, age group, and free-school-meal uptake (8 to 18s
only)

80.2%
70.8% 75.3%

56.2% 56.2%
405% 453% I 40.4% 40.8% 39.5% 43.8%

Boys ageirls ageBoys age6irls aged\ged 5 toAged 8 to Aged 11 Aged 14 Aged 16 FSM Non-FSM
5to8 5to8 8to18 8to18 8 11 tol4 tolé tol8

Gender Age group FSM

Comparison of free-time reading enjoyment levels
over time by gender, age group and FSM uptake

In 2023, more girls than boys aged 8 to 18 told us that they enjoyed reading in
their free time. Figure 3 shows that this has been the case since we first asked
boys and girls this question in 2005. However, there have been some notable
changes between 2005 and 2023. Firstly, the gender gap in reading enjoyment
has halved over the past 18 years, reducing from a 10.7-percentage-point
difference in 2005 to a 4.8-percentage-point difference in 2023. With the gender
gap in reading enjoyment now being one of the lowest we have seen in the past 18
years, it should be noted that this is largely because of a greater drop in reading
enjoyment in girls than in boys in 2023, a finding that mirrors a trend also seen
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more globally (see PIRLS, 2023). The graph also shows that girls’ reading
enjoyment has been more variable across this period than that of boys.

Figure 3: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who enjoyed
reading in their free time by gender 2005 to 2023

0005 INEEE— 4.6.1%

56.8%
2010 INEEE—— 42.3% 55.4%
00 N 43.7 % 56.7%
0010 IN— 4.3.9 % 56.8%
0013 N— 47.1% 59.8%
0014 —— 4] 2% 61.6%
0015 N 478 %6 61.29%

2016 | — 52.4%

64.9%
I  51.1%
2017/18 62.6%
I 4.6.5%
2019 o 60.3%

I 41.6.69%
2020 48.9%

I 45,6 %
2021 °. 55.9%

I 42 4%
2022 ° 51.6%

I 4 0.5%
2023 48 3%

m Boys © Girls

As mentioned earlier, in 2023, fewer young people aged 11to 14 and aged 14 to 16
enjoyed reading compared with their primary-aged peers. This seems to suggest
that we ought to focus our efforts on those two age groups. However, a
comparison of reading enjoyment by age group that goes all the way back to
2005 paints a more complex picture.

As shown in Figure 4, while more of those aged 8 to 11 told us that they enjoyed
reading compared with the other age groups regardless of when we asked them,
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there was a decrease of 11.3 percentage points in the number of children in this
group who told us that they enjoyed reading between 2005 and 2023. In other
words, this means that there was a reduction of 16.7% in the number of children
aged 8 to 11 who enjoyed reading over the past 18 years. By contrast, the
percentage of young people aged 11 to 14 has remained more stable over that
same time period, with only a 3.9-percentage-point reduction between 2005 and
2023. Perhaps the biggest surprise, though, is that the number of young people
aged 14 to 16 who enjoyed reading has actually increased over the past 18 years,
rising from 32.0% in 2005 to 40.8% in 2023, an increase of 27.5%.

This suggests that while concerted efforts ought to be made to (re)engage all
children and young people with reading for enjoyment, regardless of their age
group, particular attention should be paid to more rapidly declining reading
enjoyment in children aged 8 to 11.

There was a reduction of 16.7% in the
number of children aged 8 to 11 who
enjoyed reading in their free time

over the past year, decreasing from
67.5% in 2005 to 56.2% in 2023.
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Figure 4: Percentage of children and young people who enjoyed reading in their
free time by age group from 2005 to 2023

2005 44.3%
e 32.0%

. 58,19
2010 45.8% ’
P 32.5%

e /3. 0%
2011 47.2% ’
e 34.4%

I G4 0 %
2012 45.5% ?
e 36.3%

I G 5.8 %
2013 49.5% 7
e 36.7%

I 05.6%
2014 50.3% °
e 43.4%

. /0. 69
2015 51.7% 72.6%
e 40.2%

I /.6 %
2016 55.2% 77.6%
e 43.8%

e / /.0 9%
2017/2018 53.2% 77.0%

e 44.3%

e /1.0 9

2019 49.5% 71.9%
e 40.2%
| 6%

2020 46.2% 66.6%
. 42.3%
e G2 .4 %

2021 50.7% ’
. 48.1%
| 8%

2022 45.6% 598
e 45.3%
I 562 %

2023 40.4%
e 40.8%

mAged8toM Aged11to14 mAged14to16
While reading enjoyment levels have started to converge across the age groups
over the past 18 years, the gap in reading enjoyment by FSM uptake has remained

more stable over this time (see Figure 5). There was a difference of 3.7
percentage points in reading enjoyment between those who received FSMs and
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those who didn’t in 2005. In 2023, this difference was 4.3 percentage points. In
2016, the gap between them had closed.

Having said this, the loss in reading enjoyment levels was marginally larger for
children and young people who received FSMs over this time period (7
percentage points) compared with their non-FSM peers (6.4 percentage points).

Figure 5: Percentage of children and young people who enjoyed reading in their
free time by FSM uptake between 2005 and 2023
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Reading enjoyment in free time and the interplay
between gender and FSM uptake

We have been particularly interested in tracking the impact of the pandemic on
the reading enjoyment of children and young people from disadvantaged
backgrounds. Figure 6 shows levels of reading enjoyment in free time between
2020 and 2023 by gender and whether or not they received FSMs. It shows that
levels of reading enjoyment have gradually declined for all, regardless of gender
or FSM background. However, the drop in reading enjoyment has been more
pronounced for both girls who received FSMs and those who didn’t between 2022
and 2023.

Figure 6: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who enjoyed
reading in their free time between 2020 and 2023 by gender and free-school-
meal-uptake
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Reading enjoyment in free time by geographical
region

There were also differences in how much children and young people enjoyed
reading in their free time depending on where in the UK they were. As shown in
Figure 7, there was little difference in reading enjoyment levels between children
and young people from England, Wales or Scotland. The percentage for Northern
Ireland needs to be treated with caution as only a small number of children and
young people from NI took part in this year’s survey?.

Figure 7: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who enjoyed
reading in their free time in 2023 by UK nation

England I 43.2%
Wales I 42.1%
Scotland GGG 41.5%
Northern Ireland GG 31.2%

Differences in England are further broken down by region in Figure 8. It shows
that more children and young people from Greater London, the North East, East
of England and West Midlands said that they enjoyed reading in their free time
compared with their peers in other regions. The smallest percentage of children
and young people who said that they enjoyed reading came from the East
Midlands, the South East and Yorkshire and the Humber.

861,329 children and young people aged 8 to 18 from England:; 1,141 from Scotland; 1,058 from Wales and 138 from Northern
Ireland participated in 2023.
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Figure 8: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who enjoyed
reading in their free time in 2023 by region in England

North East N 4 4.6 %
North West e /1.7 %
Yorkshire and the Humber I 40.9%
East Midlands e 39 .9%
West Midlands e 43.0%
East of England e 4 3.9 %
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Reading enjoyment in free time versus enjoyment of
reading in school time

Traditionally, our survey has focused on how much children and young people
enjoy reading in their free time. In 2023, we also included a question to see how
this compared with the reading they did at school.

Figure 9 shows that roughly the same percentage of children and young people
aged 8 to 18 said that they enjoyed reading in their free time (43.4%) as said that
they enjoyed reading during school time (44.6%). However, a slightly larger
percentage of children and young people said that they didn’t enjoy reading in
school compared with reading at home.

Figure 9: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who enjoyed
reading in 2023 in their free time versus reading at school

Free time 17.6% 25.8% 42.5% 14.2%
In school 17.1% 27.5% 37.6% 17.8%

m Very much Quite a lot Abit mNotatall
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Both types of reading enjoyment were strongly positively related (r = .626),
indicating that those who enjoyed reading at school also enjoyed reading in their
free time. Indeed, 3 in 4 (72.6%) children and young people who enjoyed reading
in their free time also enjoyed reading at school, while 3 in 4 (74.6%) children and
young people who enjoyed reading at school also enjoyed reading in their free
time. This suggests that 1in 4 children and young people didn’t enjoy reading at
school or in their free time.

Figure 10 shows that marginally more girls than boys said that they enjoyed
reading at school. Similarly, more of those aged 8 to 11 said that they enjoyed
reading at school compared with the other age groups, with fewest of those
aged 14 to 16 saying the same. Slightly more children and young people who didn’t
receive FSMs said that they enjoyed reading at school compared with their peers
who received FSMs.

Figure 10: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who enjoyed
reading at school in 2023 by gender, age group and free-school-meal uptake

66.4%

43.0% 45.8% % 44 3% 41.9% 44.3%
Ic> I 4io [ I I90 I
Boys Girls Aged 8 to Aged11to Aged 14 to Aged 16 to Non-FSM

1 14 16 18
Gender Age group FSM uptake

It is perhaps worth noting that even though these relationships mirror those we
saw with reading enjoyment in free time, the differences between the groups
were much more suppressed when it comes to reading enjoyment at school. For
example, while the gender difference in reading enjoyment in free time stood at
4.8 percentage points in 2023, the gender difference in reading enjoyment at
school was only 2.8 percentage points. This is largely because more boys told us
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that they enjoyed reading at school than they did in their free time, while the
percentages for girls were nearly identical.

Similarly, the differences between those who received FSMs and those who didn’t
were much smaller for reading enjoyment at school compared with that of
reading enjoyment in free time (2.4 percentage points vs. 4.3 percentage points).
This is mainly because more children and young people who received FSMs told us
that they enjoyed reading at school than reading at home, while the percentages
for those who didn’t receive FSMs were nearly identical.

By contrast, age differences increased when we looked at the reading enjoyment
at school. While the difference in reading enjoyment in free time between those
aged 8 to 11 and those aged 14 to 16 was 15.4 percentage points, this doubled to a
32.2-percentage-point difference when looking at reading enjoyment at school
between those age groups. This is because more children aged 8 to 11 enjoyed
reading at school compared with reading in their free time, while fewer of those
aged 14 to 16 said the same.

Nearly the same percentage
of children and young people
aged 8 to 18 said they enjoyed

reading in their free time as said
that they enjoyed reading
during school (43.4% vs 44.6%)
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Reading enjoyment at school by
geographical location

There were also differences in enjoying reading at school depending on where in
the UK the children and young people were. As shown in Figure 11, more children
and young people who were in Wales said that they enjoyed reading at school
compared with the other three nations. As before, the percentage for Northern
Ireland needs to be treated with caution as we only had a small number of
children and young people from NI taking part in this year’s survey.

Figure 11: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who enjoyed
reading at school in 2023 by UK nation

England | 4 4.4%
Wales I +7.8%
Scotland G 390.7%
Northern Ireland | NN 28.3%
Figure 12 shows that more children and young people from the North East and
Greater London said that they enjoyed reading at school compared with their
peers in other regions. The smallest percentage of children and young people

who said that they enjoyed reading at school came from the South East, the
South West and the East Midlands
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Figure 12: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who enjoyed
reading at school in 2023 by region in England

North East I 50.6%
North West I 43.6%
Yorkshire and the Humber I 4 5.7%
East Midlands GGG 41.2%
West Midlands I 16.8%
East of England N /4.3%
London NN 50.3%
South East GG 4 0.3%
South West NGNS 41.0%

Daily reading in free time

1in 2 (51.8%) 5- to 8-year-olds said in 2023 they read daily or almost daily in their
free time. In comparison, only 3 in 10 (28.0%) 8- to 18-year-olds said the same.

Figure 13 shows the percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18
reading daily over time. It shows that levels in 2023 were identical to those seen
the previous year. The figure also highlights the variability in daily reading rates
since 2005. Overall, there was a 26% decrease in the number of children and
young people who said that they read daily in their free time over the past 18
years, decreasing from 38.1% in 2005 to 28.0% in 2023.
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Figure 13: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who read daily in

their free time from 2005 to 2023
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Figure 14 shows the frequency with which children and young people read in their

spare time in 2023 in more detail. As children aged 5 to 8 had different response

options from their older peers, both are shown in this figure. It shows that almost

twice as many children aged 5 to 8 said that they read something daily compared

with their older peers. Conversely, twice as many children and young people aged

8 10 18 said that they rarely or never read in their free time compared with those

aged 5to 8.
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Figure 14: Frequency of reading in their spare time for children aged 5 to 8 and
children and young people aged 8 to 18 in 2023
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The link between reading enjoyment in free time and
reading frequency in free time

For those aged 8 to 18, there was a strong positive relationship between enjoying
reading in free time and reading frequency in free time (r =.614), indicating that
those who enjoyed reading read more frequently in their free time. Indeed, as
shown in Table 1, over four times as many children and young people aged 8 to 18
who enjoyed reading in their free time also said that they read daily in their free
time compared with those who didn’t enjoy reading. Instead, over 1in 4 of those
who said that they didn’t enjoy reading also rarely or never read.

Table 1: Reading enjoyment in free time by reading frequency in free time in 2023
for children and young people aged 8 to 18

A couple of Once a A couple of Oncea Rarely or
times a week week times a month never
month
Enjoyed 50.0% 33.4% 8.9% 4.2% 1.5% 2.0%
reading
Didn’t enjoy 11.1% 21.1% 15,9% 14.1% 11.1% 26.7%
reading
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The relationship between leisure reading enjoyment and reading frequency was
less strong for those aged 5 to 8 (r = .371), but Table 2 shows that twice as many
5-to 8-year-olds who enjoyed reading also read something daily in their spare
time compared with those who didn’t enjoy reading.

Table 2: Reading enjoyment by reading frequency in 2023 for children aged 5 to 8

Daily 1-2timesa A couple of Never
week times a month
Enjoyed 59.8% 29.6% 6.5% 4.0%
reading
Didn’t enjoy 27.3% 38.1% 15.3% 19.4%
reading

Daily reading in free time by gender, age group and
free-school-meal uptake

More girls than boys said that they read something daily in their free time in 2023,
regardless of whether they were aged 5 to 8 or 8 to 18 (see Figure 15). As with
reading enjoyment, levels of daily reading decreased with age, with nearly twice
as many children aged 5 to 8 saying that they read something in their free time
daily compared with those aged 11 to 16. Not only did more children and young
people who received FSMs say that they enjoyed reading, more also said that
they read something daily in their free time compared with their peers who didn’t
receive FSMs.
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Figure 15: Percentage of children and young people aged 5 to 18 who said they
read daily in 2023 by gender, age group and free-school-meal uptake (8 to 18s
only)
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Comparisons of daily reading levels by gender, age
group and FSM uptake over time

While there have been variations in specific years, the gender gap in daily reading
has largely remained the same over the past 18 years, only marginally decreasing

from a 7-percentage-point gap in 2005 to a 5.5-percentage-point difference in
2023 (see Figure 16).
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Figure 16: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who read daily in
their free time by gender between 2005 and 2023
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Fewer children aged 8 to 11 said in 2023 that they read daily compared with
children in 2005 (36.9% vs 40.5%), while the percentage of those aged 11to 14

who read daily has remained largely unchanged over that period (25.8% vs. 26.1%;

see Figure 17). At the same time, the number of young people aged 14 to 16 who
read daily in their free time increased slightly over the past 18 years, rising from
21.4% in 2005 to 25.7% in 2023.
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Figure 17: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who read daily in
their free time by age group between 2005 and 2023
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The FSM gap in daily reading has halved over the past 18 years, decreasing from
an 8-percentage-point gap in 2005 to a 4.7-percentage-point difference in 2023

© National Literacy Trust 2023

30



National

Literacy
Trust

Change your story

(see Figure 18). This is largely because of a bigger drop in daily reading levels for
those from a non-FSM (10.2 percentage points) than an FSM background (6.9
percentage points) over this time period.

Figure 18: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who read daily in
their free time by FSM uptake between 2005 and 2023
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Daily reading and the interplay between gender and
FSM uptake

We have also been particularly interested in tracking the impact of the pandemic
on the reading behaviours of children and young people from disadvantaged
backgrounds. Figure 19 shows levels of daily reading by gender and whether or
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not they received FSMs since 2020. It shows that from 2020 to 2021 there was a
detrimental impact on daily reading levels for all groups with the exception of
girls who didn’t receive FSMs, whose levels increased slightly over this period.
Levels continued to drop in 2022 regardless of gender or FSM status. In 2023,
daily reading levels improved for boys regardless of whether they received FSMs
or not, while those of girls continued to drop regardless of whether they received
FSMs or not.

Figure 19: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who read daily in
2020, 2021, 2022 and 2023 by gender and free-school-meal uptake
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Daily reading in free time by geographical location

There were also differences in how many children and young people read daily in
their free time depending on where in the UK they were. As shown in Figure 20,
more children and young people who were in England said that they read daily in
their free time, followed by those in Scotland. Fewer children and young people in
Wales said the same. The percentage for Northern Ireland needs to be treated
with caution as we only had a small number of children and young people from NI
taking part in this year’s survey.
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Figure 20: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who read daily in
their free time in 2023 by UK nation

England I 27.9%
wales NG 045%
Sfefejdfelge’l = yAPA
Northern Ireland | NG 18.1%

More specifically, there were differences in daily reading by regions in England
(see Figure 21), with more children and young people from Greater London, the
South West, the North East and East of England telling us that they read daily in
their free time compared with their peers in other regions. The smallest
percentage of children and young people who said that they read daily in their
free time came from the East Midlands, Yorkshire and the Humber and the South
East.

Figure 21: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 who read daily in
their free time in 2023 by region in England
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What do children and young people
read?

Aged 5to 8

We asked children and young people what they read in their spare time, both on
paper and on screen (see Figure 22). For those aged 5to 8, 3 in 4 said that they
read stories, nearly 3 in 5 read facts (i.e. non-fiction), and 1in 3 read magazines,
poems or comics on paper. Although less common, some children did read on
screen, with 1in 5 saying that they read stories on screen, and 1in 6 saying that
they read non-fiction on screen.

Figure 22: Materials read either on screen or on paper in their spare time by
children aged 5 to 8in 2023
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Comparing reading formats with last year, fewer children aged 5 to 8 were
reading stories, both on screen and on paper (see Figure 23). Fewer were also
reading non-fiction on screen but more were reading non-fiction on paper.
Overall, more children and young people were reading the other materials across
the two different formats in 2023 compared with the previous year.
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Figure 23: Percentage-point difference in various formats being read either on a
screen or on paper by children aged 5 to 8 between 2022 and 2023
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Aged 8 to 18

For those aged 8 to 18, half said that they read fiction on paper in their spare
time, with 2 in 5 saying that they read non-fiction on paper (see Figure 24). Nearly
3in 10 said they read comics/graphic novels on paper, while 1in 4 read
magazines. 1in 5 said that they read poems on paper, while 1in 8 read the news,
and 1in 12 read song lyrics.

Screen reading was more common for those aged 8 to 18 than those aged 5 to 8.
Indeed, 1in 4 said that they read fiction on screen, while 1in 6 said that they read
non-fiction and comics/graphic novels. Three times as many children and young
people told us that they read news on screen than did on paper. The biggest
difference was seen with respect to song lyrics, with eight times as many children
and young people saying that they read song lyrics on screen than on paper,
making it the most popular material being read on screen.

© National Literacy Trust 2023 35



National
Literacy

Trust

Change your story

Figure 24: Materials read either on screen or on paper in their spare time by
children and young people aged 8 to 18 in 2023
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Comparing reading habits with last year, slightly fewer children aged 8 to 18 read
any of the materials both on screen and on paper (see Figure 25). Exceptions to
this were reading song lyrics and poems on screen and comics on paper, which
slightly more children and young people said that they were reading in 2023
compared with the year before.
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Figure 25: Percentage-point difference in various formats being read either on a
screen or on paper by children and young people aged 8 to 18 between 2022 and

2023
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For differences in what children and young people aged 8 to 18 were reading in
2023 by gender, age group and FSM uptake please see Appendix A.

As shown in Figure 26, we also asked children aged 8 to 18 to tell us whether they
read any formats that were exclusively on screen. 9 in 10 children and young

people read personal/direct messages and messages while playing video games.
4 in 5 read social media content and websites, while nearly 2 in 3 read emails, and
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1in 4 read blogs or forums. As shown in Figure 26, we also asked children aged 8
to 18 to tell us whether they read any formats that were exclusively on screen. 9

Figure
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