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Section 1: Context 
 
While there is a widespread sentiment that literacy is important to society, there is less 
awareness of the extent of literacy difficulties, their severe impact on communities and 
services, and their long-term impact on the economy. The National Literacy Trust estimated 
that in 2021, there were 7.1 million functionally illiterate adults in the United Kingdom1, 
who will likely have difficulty reading the front page of a broadsheet newspaper, 
understanding the instructions on a medicine bottle, sitting a theory test for a driver’s 
licence, or succeeding in writing a job application2. aA 2014 study estimated the 2025 impact 
on GDP at £43 billion per annum5. The impact of the pandemic on education has widened 
the gap between advantaged and disadvantaged children, adding four additional months to 
the gap in reading for primary-aged children6. In contrast, children who read for pleasure at 
the age of 11 are far more likely to go on to have a positive experience of school and have 
much improved life chances7. There is therefore an urgent need to address support for 
improving literacy at all levels of education and in wider society. While recent government 
announcements have expressed an intention that 90% of primary children will begin 
secondary school reading at expected levels, delivery mechanisms to achieve such an 
ambitious target must now be developed.  
 
The process of acquiring literacy 

We believe that developing informed, educated citizens is a fundamental responsibility of 
everyone in society. This requires: 

• Secure foundations in literacy at an early age;  
• Effective and timely support for those with particular difficulties in acquiring literacy, 

to ensure that problems are resolved early; 
• Broad and deep experience of language and literature within and beyond school and 

college; 
• Experiences for all citizens which promote appreciation and understanding of their 

culture.  

 
a A recent large-scale study found that 25% of 15-year-olds are reading three or more years behind their 
chronological age3. 75% of children who are permanently excluded have literacy difficulties, and the majority 
of prisoners in the UK have reading skills below those expected of an 11-year-old4.  Functionally illiterate 
school leavers have fewer options for further education, less qualifications, higher rates of unemployment, 
poorer physical and mental health, poorer housing and lower life expectancy2. 
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The extent of literacy and illiteracy 

While many members of our society have positive educational experiences and develop 
strong literacy which serves them throughout their lives, there are situations where this is 
not the case, including those who: 

• are members of disadvantaged communities, where educational and cultural 
resources are scant; 

• for a variety of reasons, may experience a poor quality education; 
• have their education compromised through circumstances such as transience, 

displacement because of human or natural disasters, or a myriad of other factors; 
• whose opportunities to participate in society are constrained by the consequences of 

long-term unemployment, illness or disability.  

Where needed, effective support should be available to those with literacy difficulties to 
help them achieve the same levels of access to services, experience and participation as 
other members of society.  
 
Challenges to the quality of education and opportunity in the UK 

Parts of our society have faced significant challenges over recent years, including: 

• the long-term impact of post-industrialisation which has reduced employment 
opportunities in many smaller communities, leading young people to move away to 
large centres like London; 

• ten years of austerity following the global financial crisis, which affected 
disadvantaged communities disproportionately through reduced incomes and cuts 
to services; 

• the myriad of challenges caused by the pandemic including loss of school for young 
people, unemployment, serious illness, bereavements and financial stress for 
families;  

• structural problems with differences in investment in infrastructure and industry 
between regions, leading to significant differences in incomes and services between 
different areas.  

Opportunities for progress 

In the current context, we see significant opportunities for addressing these problems with 
long-term solutions: 

• The development of the government’s Levelling Up policy has the potential to target 
55 EIA communities which have been ‘left behind’ with resources, investment and 
services; 

• Plans for post-pandemic recovery in education and industry; 
• The proposals in the Schools White Paper must be followed up with concrete 

delivery mechanisms; 
• The ongoing investment the business community continues to make in the areas of 

social impact and social value; 
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• Boosting the capacity of communities to co-create opportunities for holistic literacy 
development in their local contexts. 

• The Office for Students’ recent call for universities to support attainment of 
disadvantaged pupils 

Section 2: Implementation strategy  
 
We propose a community, place-based focus to manage provision for developing literacy. 
We believe that it is important that whole communities understand and take responsibility 
for literacy. Schools and colleges are clearly important providers of such services but cannot 
and should not work in isolation. Focusing on educational institutions  as the sole channel 
for literacy provision a) limits the scope and impact of what can be achieved, as they only 
deal with a limited demographic; b) leads to other stakeholders either not realising or not 
pursuing their responsibilities; c) puts too much reliance on one delivery channel which is 
already overstretched. A community, place-based approach recognises that there are many 
stakeholders and requires that:  

• all stakeholders are aware of their responsibilities; 
• all stakeholders manage their resources accordingly; 
• guidance, support and funding can be led from central government; 
• local bodies are in the best position to execute local decisions; 
• execution, co-ordination, revision and impact evaluation should be carried out 

locally and reported back to central government.  

There are abundant examples of ‘solutions’ being imposed on communities by outside 
agencies which prove to be ineffective. Effective initiatives should be designed and 
implemented by local communities. In this model, both central and local government are 
stakeholders, with a role in providing resources and guidance, but empowering local 
community stakeholders to take action in their context.8 

 
Community stakeholders in literacy education include: 

• Parents 
• Children 
• Libraries 
• Local authorities 
• Local health boards 
• Programme directors of the 55 Education Investment Areas 
• Regional Schools Commissioners 
• Third sector organisations such as charities, social enterprises and local community 

service organisations [consider splitting this out] 
• Professional bodies  
• Local MPs and local councillors 
• Government departments including DfE, DWP, DMSC 
• Community health agencies  
• Business community 
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A five-channel approach to local delivery 

Provision of services can best be deployed through five main channels, working in co-
ordination at the community level: 

• Schools  
• Libraries 
• Local authorities 
• Government  
• Third sector bodies 

 
 
The five channels 

Schools and colleges are currently expected to deliver effective literacy provision, but 
official statistics show that well over 10% of secondary school students leave school with 
such poor reading skills that there are over seven million functionally illiterate adults in the 
UK. While schools and colleges do need to develop much greater expertise and make 
systemic adjustments to reverse this situation, their specific demographic means that they 
can only cater for some parts of the community. Therefore, schools and colleges need to 
work in partnership with other organisations. 
 
Libraries have immense potential to reach across communities as, in addition to providing 
access to books, media and online content, they can run programmes, courses and literacy 
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tuition that are relevant and engaging for their specific communities. This flexibility and 
community focus make them ideal hubs for community outreach and services.  
 
Local authorities’ role in education has been significantly reduced by academisation, but 
their role in co-ordinating safeguarding services, alternative provision and special education 
provision remains. The Levelling Up programme and the education white paper are 
opportunities for the roles of local authorities to be redefined so that they can become the 
primary co-ordinators and advocates for effective literacy provision in their areas. This role 
should include working alongside schools, libraries, government services, businesses and 
third sector organisations to ensure local solutions are delivered with impact. 
 
There is a wide range of government bodies with a significant interest in ensuring that the 
population is literate, knowledgeable and able to think critically. Examples are the 
Department for Work and Pensions, the Department for Education, and the Department for 
Media, Culture and Sport. In addition, there are many businesses, professional associations 
and employers who have a stake in ensuring that the UK has a well-educated, literate 
workforce.  
 
There are also many third sector charities and social enterprises focused on literacy who 
work with schools, prisons, and community organisations. These stakeholders possess a 
wide range of resources and expertise, including expertise in partnering with local 
communities, and can provide specialised services at a local level. For example, the National 
Literacy Trust has successfully established 14 library hubs in communities with high levels of 
deprivation9. Third sector partners are often experienced in place-based initiatives, and 
have developed robust processes for working with communities, as per this example:  
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Section 3: Strategic priorities  
 
Engaging Parents/Carers and Communities 

We welcome the recent promise of extra investment in 55 Educational Investment Areas 
and the commitment made in the Levelling Up white paper to spread opportunity and build 
social capital across the UK. There is great potential here for communities to set up local 
initiatives in which local stakeholders are highly invested. Libraries, nursery settings (private 
and state), schools, community centres are all safe spaces where we can engage parents 
and communities where they already are congregating/engaging 
 

• We need to recognise that each community will have a different constellation of 
venues where parents/carers will congregate and engage. Understanding this is a 
vital part of the place-based approach that we believe must be prioritised. 

• Libraries should be funded and created for all communities of more than [3,000] 
people. In addition to large professionally run facilities in large urban centres, recent 
years have shown how centres staffed and run by local community volunteers can 
greatly enhance the reach and impact of library services, especially in more deprived 
areas.  

• Community-selected venues can be hubs for literacy provision across the 
community, including offering literacy tutoring services by well trained staff using 
effective programmes for adults and struggling readers.  

• Community groups working through these venues should pioneer creative 
approaches to reach out to their communities, help and inspire struggling readers, 
and build community support for literacy, learning and literature. This should include 
engaging and supporting parents/carers, but should also involve the business 
community and volunteers.   

 
Early years education 

The importance of early language development is an important priority within the Early 
Years Framework. There is a strong emphasis on developing children’s communication skills. 

• The home learning environment is vitally important. Support for the home 
environment helps to build stronger, more literate communities. This support should 
include encouraging the building of a family-based literacy ‘habit’, where reading for 
pleasure is embedded in all homes and parents’ confidence as their child’s first 
teacher is strengthened. Support programmes should take account of the 
importance of reciprocal language development, and should value the variety of 
languages used in many homes. 

• Developing children’s vocabularies, particularly the vocabulary required for learning 
and success at primary school, should be a strong focus. This will require systematic 
professional development and stronger links between primary schools and early 
years providers.  

• Children should have access to many opportunities to develop oracy and spoken 
language from the very beginning. Services should be available to assess children for 
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speech, language and communication difficulties as early as possible, as prompt 
intervention is far less costly in the long run.  

• Exposure to high quality texts and stories is essential to developing children’s 
familiarity with, and enjoyment of, different forms of writing and story-telling.  

• All children should have the opportunity for a stable, rich learning environment at 
pre-school, in addition to supporting the home-learning environment. This is an 
essential foundation for children to benefit from their later education, and to pre-
empt the development of the disadvantage gap that is visible from the beginning of 
primary school.  

Primary education 

Through the emphasis on effective phonics teaching informed by the Phonics Screening 
Check, many more children are developing the secure alphabetic code knowledge they need 
to become fluent readers. There is a growing emphasis on providing a broad literary 
experience within the primary school curriculum, as well as more challenging materials 
which gives the students the opportunity to learn through reading.  

In order to ensure that all children leave primary schools reading well: 

• Primary schools should continue to lay a strong foundation in oracy, reading, writing 
and numeracy as these underpin their access to the curriculum throughout their 
education. The importance being placed on talk, poetry, rhyme and song, particularly 
for early or beginner readers and writers. 

• Systematic identification of those who need additional literacy support should be 
embedded across all primary schools. This will require professional consensus, 
training and funding support for school. In particular, primary schools should be 
supported to identify and help students with developmental language difficulties, as 
these students are at high risk of educational failure and disengagement from 
education services.  

• Effective early intervention should be based on measurable approaches supported 
by research evidence. 

• As students progress through primary school, once their phonics knowledge is 
secure, systematic reading instruction should continue to build students’ background 
knowledge, vocabulary, fluency and comprehension skills in the context of a wide-
ranging literary experience.  

• Primary schools and early years settings should be supported to develop language- 
and text-rich environments, including adequate funding for books which provide 
access to a wide range of genres, inclusive and diverse voices, characters and 
authors, and book stock for frequently refreshed classroom reading corners and 
school libraries.  

• Primary schools should be encouraged to engage parents/carers and a wide range of 
adults, including the business community and volunteers to support children’s 
literacy. 

• The primary curriculum should encourage the use of good quality texts and 
incentivise creative, cultural experiences and teachers should receive CPD and 
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resources that help them make the most of talk, books, experiences, culture, and 
local organisations. 

 
Secondary education 

There is a growing emphasis on successful literacy provision for all students through the 
new Ofsted inspection framework (including developing cultural capital which is necessary 
for full participation in the curriculum. The introduction of more challenging curricula has 
highlighted the barriers that students with poor literacy experience.  Secondary schools are 
increasingly aware of the importance of developing reading and writing for pleasure. 
  

• There needs to be greater professional development support for secondary school 
leaders to enable them to set up effective systems for identifying all children with 
literacy difficulties.  

• All secondary school staff who work with children with literacy difficulties should 
have access to high-quality training at a post-graduate level. 

• The secondary curriculum should be enhanced to encourage breadth of reading and 
depth of experience, building on secure literacy foundations. 

• Where secondary school students have missed learning through the pandemic, extra 
support should be integrated into the curriculum rather than as a separate ‘catch-up’ 
provision.   

• Enrichment, external visits and contact with authors and artists play an important 
role in enhancing literacy provision and developing skills for life beyond school and 
college.  

 
Post-16 education 

Post-16 literacy forms part of a wider English and maths skills agenda. Currently, about 
150,000 to 200,000 16 to 18-year-olds are working towards achieving Level 2 (GCSE or 
Functional Skills) in English in colleges. Colleges also deliver basic English skills and ESOL 
instruction to adults. 
 
The post-16 condition of funding policy, which requires students to continue studying 
English and maths post-16, has shone a spotlight on the importance of these crucial skills. 
12% more young people achieved a level 2 in English and maths by 19 in 2019 than in 2014. 
In addition, adults are able to access English skills towards Functional Skills and GCSE in 
colleges free of charge.  
 
In order to develop sound literacy skills in post-16 students: 

• There needs to be better transfer of student information from school to college to 
support the development of English skills, including a joined-up approach to 
improving literacy across all stages of education. 

• Proposals to improve literacy provision should take into consideration all stages of 
education including post-16.  

• Funding should focus on developing strong literacy skills, rather than the present 
framework which focuses on passing a qualification.  
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• The Schools White Paper needs to be more cognisant of the importance of 16 – 18 
providers in securing secure literacy skills.  

 
Conclusion 
 
These strategic priorities, delivered through the community-based implementation 
framework outlined above, have the potential to revitalise communities and improve 
literacy levels across the UK, particularly in those areas where deprivation has been highest. 
We trust that they will inform development of a coherent national policy which can be 
delivered effectively at a community level.  
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