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Six Book Challenge (Blaenau Gwent Libraries)

The Six Book Challenge is a reading initiative for reluctant adult readers.  It is a national scheme coordinated by the Reading Agency.  Although the structure of project follows guidelines from the Reading Agency,  Blaenau Gwent has made adaptations,  tailoring it to the needs of the community, thus giving it an individual theme.  Blaenau Gwent has the lowest levels of literacy in Wales. 
25% of adults have no qualifications ( Wales 17%) 

48% of adults have qualifications to level 2 ( Wales 62%)

13% of adults have qualifications to level 4 ( Wales 24%)

 
 We recognised the Six Book Challenge to be an ideal project to tackle social exclusion and target hard to reach adults. It also provided us with a ‘hook’ to engage new audiences and therefore extend our outreach provision of services.   The scheme has been extremely successful in Blaenau Gwent, with 155 participants completing the challenge.  
The project
The project basically requires less confident readers to read 6 books.  After enrolment, participants are given a diary, in which to record their reading.  After reading 2 and 4 books the participants are given incentives, as a reward and momentum to complete the challenge.  On completion of reading six books, a certificate is given and participants are entered into a free prize draw.
Delivery  
The project commenced in February 2012 and ended in June 2012.  A dedicated member of staff was appointed overall responsibility of the project, Outreach Officer, Shelley McNally.  The project was included in the business plan for the library service, with specific timescales and targets. By doing this, we used the project as a key performance indicator, ensuring priority.  The project in Blaenau Gwent was delivered through an out-reach programme, it was community focussed, working with a wide range of partners.  An action plan was devised before the start of the project, listing the wide range of groups in which we planned to target.
· Community Education classes

· Parenting groups

· Basic skills classes
·  Heritage Groups

· Day Centres (Dementia/Alzheimers)
· Day Centres (adults with learning disabilities
· ESOL groups

· Community Centres

· Domestic Abuse support groups
· Senior students at Special needs school
· Mental health groups
· Women’s refuge
· Homeless Hostel
· Council workplaces
· 16-18 Training schemes
· NEETs groups including youth clubs
Each group had an initial visit from our Outreach Officer, to promote the challenge and discuss reading choices and the benefits of completing the challenge.   Following this a return visit was arranged, where we actually took the requested titles to the participants.  To complete the challenge the readers were encouraged to visit their local libraries and to receive the incentives.  However, this was flexible to the needs of the participants, some groups requesting further visits, with us delivering stock to them.  Some of the groups received a series of three visits over the five months, this ensured continuity and on-going support for the participants.  Some groups had library inductions to make them feel at ease and welcome in the library setting, often on closed days in libraries.  We discovered that many participants needed encouragement and support in order to feel welcome in an environment that for people with low literacy can seem intimidating. From regular visits to these groups, a good relationship has been established between library staff and individuals.   The scheme has built confidence and motivation, along with an enthusiasm for reading.  The majority of the participants are at entry level, many suffering from low self esteem and lack of confidence.  It has been a huge achievement for these individuals to receive a certificate on completion of reading six books, for many this is their first ever certificate.  Breaking down these barriers was vital to the success of the project, by investing valuable time at the start, these readers have continued to use the library and many going on to further their learning opportunities. 
 We decided on an outreach approach because of the difficulties involved in enrolling customers in the library session.  Typically the majority of library users are confident readers and library staff have expressed concerns about how they enrol participants to the project, fearing that without prior knowledge of the reading ability of the customer, it is difficult to determine  the suitability of the scheme,
Results and Awards
We exceeded our target figure of 100 participants by May and subsequently ordered additional packs from the Reading Agency.
We enrolled 177 participants, with 155 completing the challenge by the end of June.  The majority of these participants being new members.   This gained us a prestigious gold award from the Reading Agency.  The only Welsh authority to gain an award, coming third nationally.  Shelley McNally, our Outreach Officer,  attended an awards ceremony in London to receive the award from author Adele Parks.  (Full information on the Reading Agency website) –
   http://readingagency.org.uk/adults/news/the-six-book-challenge-is-5-years-old.html    With picture of Blaenau Gwent Libraries Outreach Officer receiving the award from Adele Parks
Gold awards - 150+ completers

Northampton College - 215
Brent Libraries - 196 
Blaenau Gwent Libraries - 155
HMP Pentonville – 153




This also resulted in local press coverage (Gwent Gazette)

See attached press release article

Case Studies
Sarah, a single mother of three young children,  enrolled with the Six Book Challenge via out-reach visits to a local domestic abuse support group.  

‘I haven’t read any books since I left school, it has got me interested in reading again. I have started taking my children to the library too, we have all started reading together.  It has also spurred me on to brush up on my reading and writing, I want to be able to keep up with my children!’
Sarah progressed on to many courses and is hoping to start college this September.

Sarah was nominated for an adult learner of the year award by library staff in May 2012.

Sarah won Young Learner of the Year for Blaenau Gwent , - citing the Six Book Challenge as her first confidence booster on her learning journey. This resulted in local press coverage. She also attended the Blaenau Gwent Adult Learner of the Year awards evening, where she was presented with her certificate.  This was an achievement not only for Sarah, but for the Library Service too.  It certainly raised our profile in aiding people’s learning journey and re-engaging them in education.  The project played an important role in influencing important partners in attendance that evening, e.g. NAICE DysdiCymru, Learning Providers, Director of Education, Heads of Service etc
 Another success story was the senior students at Pen-Y-Cam Special School.  These students, aged 16-18 really enjoyed the challenge, with many of the students now regularly using their local libraries with their families on Saturdays.  It was a real achievement for these participants to receive a certificate on completion, a pleasing addition to add to their portfolios.  Alternative stock was promoted to the students, including talking books, graphic novels and relevant non-fiction titles, in which they requested, i.e. poetry, sport,etc.  An award ceremony at the school took place.
Incentives
The Reading Agency offers a range of branded incentives, including bookmarks, pens, notebooks etc,  however from previous years, we have discovered participants would prefer more individual incentives.  The advantages to purchasing our own incentives are, they are less expensive and we can offer a wider range in order to appeal to a wider audience.
The incentives have been vital to the success of the project in Blaenau Gwent.  We decided to purchase a range of incentives to appeal to the different groups we targeted.  For the basic skills students we purchased ruler/calculators with Blaenau Gwent branding ‘Something for Everyone’.  
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Examples of other incentives included pencil cases and stationery packs for the 16-18 year old senior students at schools.  We also offered a choice of incentives for some groups, including keyrings, notebooks, mugs, chocolate bars and free DVD rental vouchers.  The incentives proved a vital ‘hook’ to engage new users and a reason to complete the challenge. 
Reading Choices
Careful consideration was given to the availability of relevant stock prior to the start of the project.  An allocated budget was designated to the purchasing suitable titles.    Every library received a set of ‘Quick Reads’ ‘Quick Reads’ are a series of short books by bestselling authors and celebrities. With no more than 128 pages, they are designed to encourage adults who do not read often.  We also encouraged participants to read light non-fiction, including stock on hobbies and interests, e.g. gardening, biographies, cookery etc.  We also took advice from basic skills tutors and purchased various sets of adult literacy titles.  Some participants had no literacy skills, with this in mind we promoted audio books.
Prize Draw
Although there is national prize draw of a weekend in London we also had a local prize of £50 of Argos vouchers.  On competition of the challenge, all participants were entered into the prize draw. Our local winner was  profiled on the Reading Agencies website, -http://readingagency.org.uk/adults/news/six-book-challenge-2013-goes-bilingual-for-wales.html   (for the story) 
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I have never been a good reader, never had the concentration to finish a book. I started the Six Book Challenge with Quick Reads and I really enjoyed them. I found them easy to read and they gave me the confidence to move on to other books. I would recommend the Challenge to anyone wanting to get back into reading."
Angela Davies, a cleaner at Ebbw Vale Library, was one of 155 people who completed the Challenge with the support of Blaenau Gwent Libraries in 2012, helping the library service to win a gold award (for having over 150 Challenge completers) from The Reading Agency. 
Sue White, Principal Librarian at Blaenau Gwent Library said "The Challenge is easy to run, appeals to individuals who never thought libraries were for them and meets all our important agendas at the same time!"

The Reading Agency has used the Blaenau Gwent model as a case study of effective partnership work and to promote the scheme more widely in Wales. It has also been used as case study in ‘The First Incomplete field guide to wellbeing in libraries’ This document was funded by CYMAL, produced with the aim of influencing potential stallholders and evidencing our contribution to the Health and Well-being agenda in South East Wales.
Page 19 (First Incomplete Field Guide to Wellbeing in Libraries)

Blaenau Gwent

Inclusion through

outreach

The Six Book Challenge is an incentive based reading project for reluctant adult

Readers.  The scheme builds confidence and motivation, along with an enthusiasm for reading. In Blaenau Gwent the majority of participants were enrolled through outreach provision, recruited from mental health day centres, domestic abuse support groups, community centres and students with special needs. 
From regular visits to centres and groups, a good relationship is established between library staff and individuals. The majority of the participants are at entry level, many

Suffering from low self-esteem and lack of confidence. It has been a huge achievement for these individuals to receive recognition for reading six books, and for many this is their first ever certificate.

I suffer with severe depression, from doing the Six Book Challenge I have

discovered reading can take my mind off my worries. It helps me relax too. I have also started using my library again, I am enjoying trying new books.

Participant, Mental Health Day Centre

I haven’t read any books since I left school, it has got me interested in reading

again. I have started taking my children to the library too, we have all started reading together. It has also spurred me on to brush

up on my reading and writing, I want to be able to keep up with my children!

Participant from Domestic Abuse Support Group
Sarah, a single mother of three young children, joined the Six Book Challenge via

outreach visits to a local domestic abuse support group. She progressed onto other

courses and hopes to start college soon. She won Young Learner of the Year at the

Blaenau Gwent Adult Learner awards, citing the Six Book Challenge as a confidence

booster on her learning journey.

Some of our senior students are unable to read, due to their disabilities. It has

been great for them to discover the MP3 playaways and talking books and still

complete the challenge, it has been a real achievement for them 

Learning Support Assistant, Pen-y-Cwm

Special Needs School

Many students are now using their local libraries with their families on Saturdays, this has been encouraging to see, I have seen their confidence grow and grow.

Shelley, Outreach Officer
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Quotes
‘I struggle with reading, I never thought libraries were for me.  Shelley came to our coffee morning and told us about the Six Book Challenge and encouraged me to give it a go.  It was good to have a reward at each stage, this kept me going.  I read the six books and this was a huge achievement for me.  I am going to keep my own reading diary help motivate me’ 
  ‘I only ever read magazines before, since doing the challenge, I now realise I can enjoy books.  I like short stories, I feel proud to be reading books.  I haven’t read books since school, I’m 74 now!...never to late to start! ‘
‘I have been doing a basic skills class, since doing the challenge, I have found it has really helped with my reading and writing.  I used to think the library wasn’t for me, but now I use it every week after my class.  I brought my children to join last week’  
I haven’t read any books for years and years.  Since I have retired, I have been busy with my hobby of fishing.  When I started the challenge, I honestly thought I wouldn’t keep the interest up, but I read a couple of fishing books and then I went on to read some biographies that I really enjoyed.  I have started going to the library every week, reading is good to keep my mind active’ 
‘I have enjoyed the six book challenge, I have put the certificate in my portfolio with my other qualifications. I read graphic novels and books about sport.  I’m thinking of starting college soon, now I have joined the library, I will be able to borrow the books I need’
 “When promoting to ESOL and basic skills classes, we arranged for group visits to the library. People with low literacy levels have little confidence in joining the library, so extra support is needed. We arranged tours, coffee mornings and general inductions to the library on days the library was closed and found this worked.  Some learners have never had a certificate in their lives before.  One is reading to her young son for the first time, whilst another has the confidence to speak out to the class about what she has been reading” – Shelley McNally, Outreach Officer. 
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Blaenau Gwent

Libraries
More than just

bool:

* FREE Internet access —
book in advance or drop in
* Any book in Wales
delivered to your local
library — FREE of charge
FREE school holiday
activities for kids
iHelp in tracing your Family
W ree...for FREE!
’hotocopying, fax and
ing services*





Shelley with the ESOL group at Brynmawr Learning Action Centre
“The project breaks down barriers to learning, it is a great confidence booster, getting people back into reading often helps depression, gives them motivation to succeed at other things in life or can be as simple as encouraging them to read with their children.”-Tracy Jones, Library Manager
Sustainability
We have been delivering the Six Book Challenge for three years.  Each year the project has increased participant numbers.  The library now views the project as an integral part of service delivery.  It is annually included in business plans and links to aims and objectives of the authority.  Support from partners is increasing, as a growing number of organisations express an interest in collaborative working on the project.  This year a new post in the service has been created, an Outreach Library Assistant.  This post-holder will help develop the Six Book Challenge, extend the provision further and will be another ‘champion’ for the project.  The finances required for the project are already allocated and agreed as a priority.
Summary

For Blaenau Gwent the Six Book Challenge provides us with a much needed project, which tackles hard to reach adults.  Its appeal is that it is free, you gain rewards and it gives a fun, ‘feel-good’ factor. The project has been presented at various staff training sessions held through-out the South East Wales Libraries partnership.   This has raised awareness and enthusiasm to staff in other authorities, as a result of this, the challenge is being extended in Wales, using Blaenau Gwent as an example of good practice.   It proves that libraries can be instrumental in helping people re-engage with learning at all stages of their life.  Through our provision of learning opportunities and partnership work, it is a vital project that proves the value of libraries today.  Blaenau Gwent has adapted a tailored approach, taking the project out into the community and offering flexibility to ensure a high number of completers.  It has raised the profile of the library service within the local authority and with external partners.  It has proved the value and relevance of libraries, such an important message for the future of public libraries.  It has given a strong message that Blaenau Gwent Libraries have something for everyone, regardless of their reading ability.  
Tracy Jones

Outreach Services Manager

Blaenau Gwent Libraries

tracy.jones1@blaenau-gwent’gov.uk
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