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In 2004, Dame Gail Rebuck, CEO of leading British publisher, Random House, became aware of research showing that 12 million adults in the UK had only adequate literacy skills of whom 5 million had severe literacy difficulties.  Gail felt that the writing and publishing communities should do something to help.  She drew together an influential range of people to explore what could be done.  These people included representatives from publishing, literacy bodies, educationalists, libraries, BBC Education, the Arts Council and more.

From this meeting one fact became very clear: that there was a dearth of exciting and accessible books for people with literacy issues.  . There were plenty of text books and special, simplified editions of books but feedback from literacy tutors and the literacy community led us to understand that for many emergent readers, books with an educational focus had bad memory associations and that in many cases adults had to learn to read using children’s books with all the attendant shame.  We noted that a small literacy scheme had been piloted in Ireland called Open Door which asked bestselling Irish writers to produce exciting but specially written books for adults with literacy issues.   What Quick Reads then sought to do was to scale this initiative throughout the UK and Ireland, engage all publishers, and therefore have access potentially to all bestselling writers.  
Quick Reads is a collaboration between bestselling authors, leading publishers, the media, literacy agencies and more to provide newly written books by leading writers for people who struggle with reading, and to back these books with major outreach and promotional support.  Quick Reads are designed to be as exciting and accessible as possible in order to engage hundreds of thousands of people with the joys and opportunities that reading can bring.

Quick Reads was launched on World Book Day 2006 and new Quick Reads are published on World Book Day each year.  The following activities are undertaken for Quick Reads:
· Publishers engage their leading authors to write Quick Reads

· 10 major bestselling authors write a Quick Read each year

· The National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE) undertakes a major outreach campaign each year, which engages 11,000 organisations in taking and working with Quick Reads.  

· This outreach campaign takes Quick Reads into adult education colleges, community centres, care homes, hospitals, stroke recovery units, projects for people with dyslexia and other specific learning difficulties, projects for travellers and the homeless, RAF bases, prisons and many more.  

· Through this campaign Quick Reads reaches some of the most diverse, socially deprived and hard-to-reach communities in the country, supporting them to improve their skills and therefore their contribution to society and the economy.

· The Reading Agency runs a campaign that takes Quick Reads into 90% of library authorities and is working to increase this already impressive engagement.  To date over 2 million Quick Reads have been loaned by libraries.

· Major employers, such as Toyota, First Bus, Arriva, Remploy, Royal Mail, Argos, the Home Office, Fijitsu, the NHS, Michelin Tyres, P&O Ferries, Primark and Fujitsu)  take Quick Reads for reader engagement activities in rest areas and canteens, including workplace libraries, reading groups and book swaps.   Last year 70,000 Quick Reads were distributed through employers, often converting old smoking rooms into libraries or establishing a Quick Reads shelf in canteens.
· TUC unionlearn takes a further 20,000 Quick Reads for use in workplace learning centres and literacy classes.  Unionlearns’ learning reps have come to rely on Quick Reads as a tool for engaging and inspiring adult learners.  (Unionlearn have trained 26,000 learning reps, although some of these may not still be active.)
· Leading supermarkets (including Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury and Morrisons); all major book chains; relevant independent and community bookshops; online bookshops; and all book wholesalers display and promote Quick Reads free of charge in space normally reserved for paid-for promotions
Leading arts and charity PR agency, Colman Getty run a major national PR campaign 
· Across the country, literacy practitioners, community workers, educationalists, librarians and more arrange a whole range of activities for Quick Reads including book swaps, reading groups, reading quizzes and competitions.

· The Reading Agency promotes Quick Reads as the primary books for its annual Six Book Challenge literacy initiative.

· Partners such as BBC Skillswise and TUC unionlearn support, publicise and promote Quick Reads.

· Organisations run extraordinary creative activities with Quick Reads.  For example, in 2010, Suffolk Council created a One Big Quick Read initiative, taking 40,000 copies of Bernadine Evaristo’s Hello Mum and encouraging everyone in the borough to read and discuss this one book.

· In 2010, we launched a superb Family Reading Breakfast initiative in schools, encouraging schools to take copies of the World Book Day children’s books and the Quick Reads for adults and to create a fun reading start to World Book Day each year.  We intend to expand this initiative in future years and are hopeful that this will enable us to reach many more parents with Quick Reads each year as well as enabling us to work closely with World Book Day to engage children in a love of reading and books from an early age.

· We also make Quick Reads available in digital formats – as e-publications and as downloads from our website.  E-publications can be particularly helpful for readers with visual impairments, dyslexia or other specific learning difficulties because type size and background colour can be adjusted.  Digital formats also enable us to reach out to people who might not visit a bookshop or be interested in printed books, but might be interested in reading on, for example, a games console or mobile phone.  We are exploring new partnerships with digital providers to expand this work.
· This activity is replicated in Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland and Quick Reads has proved the inspiration for similar initiatives around the world.

Quick Reads is part of the World Book Day charity and it is funded by World Book Day (a confederation of publishers and booksellers via the Publishers Association and Booksellers Association); the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills; and Arts Council England.

We are a public-private partnership and we bring a huge amount of private support – both financially and in kind – to the campaign to improve literacy in the UK and Ireland.  Quick Reads is a major commitment for all the individuals and organisations involved, perhaps particularly publishers, authors, supermarkets and other retailers.  Quick Reads represents an extraordinary gift from the writing, publishing and book retailing communities to literacy initiatives and government skills strategies.

THE SUCCESS OF THE QUICK READS INITIATIVE
Quick Reads has been an extraordinarily successful initiative.  Over 3 million books have been distributed and over 2 million loaned by libraries. Since so many of those 3 million books are in settings where they are each read by many people, we know that our reach has been very considerable indeed.

Quick Reads reach everyone from young offenders to elderly people in hospitals and care homes; the homeless to people in employment learning centres; people with specific learning difficulties to ESOL learners; black, white and Asian people; women and men. 

We run impact evaluations each year, which show remarkable results.  In our 2010 evaluation of tutors representing over 32,000 adult literacy students, employers covering over 21,000 staff and new readers themselves, since using Quick Reads:

· 36% of learners evaluated had previously not read a book since school, but 90% now enjoy reading.

·  90% of literacy tutors saw changes in learners’ attitudes to reading

· 78% said Quick Reads had improved their learners’ communication skills

· 53% said their learners’ written skills had improved

· 61% said their learners had progressed into further learning

· 82% of employers reported that staff felt encouraged to read in their free time

· 62% said staff were now engaged in literacy, numeracy and English language learning

· 52% said staff were now engaged in on-the-job learning and off-the-job training

· In 52% of workplaces, Quick Reads had improved workplace morale

The impact evaluation also showed that Quick Reads provided extraordinary benefits to new readers’ confidence, self-esteem and home, family and working lives.  Benefits new readers recorded included improved memory skills, the ability to help children with their learning and feeling more motivated.

In addition to our evaluations, we are inundated with feedback from tutors, unionlearn representatives and emergent readers who tell us how vital Quick Reads has been to them and their work.  Here is a tiny sample of that feedback:

‘I had always found reading a struggle and only read when I had to and even then I put off reading till I couldn't avoid it any longer. That all changed for me when I read a couple of Quick Read books last year and now I find I can read and enjoy a wide range of books, without major problems.  My new- found confidence has encouraged me to take evening classes in English and business administration and I am eventually going to try to gain a BA in the humanities with the Open University. Thank you from the bottom of my heart!’ 
‘Reading this book was a marvellous way for me to learn the joy of reading.  For once in my life able to read the entire book without putting it down or losing interest.  I was also able to understand the story, which is quite remarkable.  This was a beautiful achievement.’
‘I haven't read a book since I was at school and I'm in my 30s now. I couldn't put it down. It took me 3 hours to read and it was brilliant. I'm going to get another.’  
‘One woman has really blossomed.  I honestly believe that Quick Reads helped to unlock the door to her cell.’

‘He has transformed from a shy, depressed alcoholic with no skills to a sober, warm, funny and outgoing person with qualifications, confidence and motivation.’

‘Quick Reads serve as the bridge between a brick wall and a wide open landscape to explore.’

Our evaluations and the feedback we receive demonstrate a clear pattern of reader progression.  Adults who discover reading with Quick Reads go on to read other books in the series, then other books by Quick Reads authors and then other books entirely.  Often they become regular and committed readers, with sophisticated tastes in books.  One literacy class told us of their progress from not reading at all, via Quick Reads, to such works of literature as Khaled Hosseini’s  A Thousand Splendid Suns.
AREAS TO IMPROVE

Quick Reads has been a remarkably successful initiative.  However, we have developed and improved the initiative each year.  The books have always been subsidised by publishers, authors and booksellers:

· In the first year, we tried a £1-off voucher mechanic, which was too complex for partners and book retailers to manage, so we abandoned this in subsequent years, reducing the nominal price of a Quick Reads book from £2.99 to £1.99.
· We have also developed our views about which authors are more popular with emergent readers.  After the first year, we decided to aim for celebrity authors more likely to be attractive to a non-reading audience.  However, we learned that literacy students in fact have a great respect for leading writers and were not more likely to be drawn to celebrities. In  some focus groups it became clear that emergent readers have the same breadth of taste as regular readers and enjoy a whole variety of genres, from science fiction to romance and thrillers to historical novels.  We have subsequently biased the list, therefore, towards established writers.
Each year, we explore ways to expand the reach of the initiative and are currently particularly interested in exploring opportunities afforded by our new family reading breakfasts and by emerging digital formats.
CURRENT CHALLENGES
Our major concern is that the Quick Reads outreach campaign and our Project Director will not go on being funded by government and Arts Council England respectively, given treasury cuts.  It would be an enormous loss to literacy in this country if Quick Reads were to stop, but it looks possible that we might not be successful in raising this essential funding for 2012 and beyond.  

We are currently exploring private sector sponsorship should that be the case.

AREAS OF ACTION TO PRIORITIZE TO OPTIMIZE THE IMPROVEMENTS IN PROVIDING BOOKS AND RESOURCES FOR EMERGENT READERS

Looking at the literacy community from the outside, it seems clear that much could be done to ensure that all bodies working towards improving adult literacy in the UK and Ireland work much more effectively together.  We would like to see all agencies working together more closely and working to an agreed annual timetable of events, which could perhaps be overseen by Arts Council and or government.

We would particularly like government to take a strategic role in ensuring that the initiatives undertaken by government to improve literacy – such as PR, advertising and outreach campaigns – also include and promote the individual publicly funded campaigns so that we can increase our joint effectiveness. 

We think it particularly important to fund campaigns in a strategic, long-term way.  It is hard to effect real change if, mid-campaign, government priorities alter from encouraging people to sign up for formal learning to informal learning strategies, or if focus suddenly moves away from literacy to numeracy.  

We believe it is problematic for government to fund initiatives such as Quick Reads for a few years and then either reduce funding or stop.  This undermines the ability of initiatives to continue, develop and grow and therefore undermines the original investment.  We feel that we could reach many more people with Quick Reads – especially those who have not yet found themselves in a situation where they are already accessing help, such as a literacy course or a work-based learning centre.  This would involve combining forces with government and other agencies to implement a major public campaign with the Quick Reads books at its heart.  We are also keen to help parents who decide to improve their literacy when their child begins to require help with schoolwork , which normally happens at around 7 years old and which we consider a crucial moment to help often generations of illiteracy in the same family.
While we do not claim that Quick Reads in themselves transform literacy, they do provide a unique and essential motivation to adults – something to aim for – a sense of achievement that reading a book can bring – confidence that extends beyond the book itself to encourage the emergent reader to register on further courses, increase their skills, improve their work performance and increase their life chances.

The majority of learners (based on government figures) in recent years have often been students fresh from school who had not managed to emerge with adequate skills.  Quick Reads seek to reach a much more difficult demographic – those, often adults, whose lack of literacy might stretch back through their family or community for generations.
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