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The role of reading for children
experiencing vulnerability: building
strong foundations for life

Research with foster, kinship and adoptive families in the UK

Introduction

Reading has the potential to support strong
foundations for the happiness and future
success of children from vulnerable family
backgrounds. Research shows that reading
and sharing stories supports bonding,
stability, identity, wellbeing, social and
emotional growth and attainment. Find
out more about the benefits of reading.

At BookTrust, we're dedicated to supporting
children experiencing vulnerability. Our

goal is to help children and families embed
reading habits into their daily life, ensuring
that children from low-income and vulnerable
family backgrounds experience the
immediate and lifelong benefits of reading.

Research methodology

This briefing outlines why reading is important
for children experiencing vulnerability and

the learning that underpins how BookTrust is
encouraging reading habits, so these children
can build strong foundations for life. It draws on
insights from BookTrust’s 2023-24 Story Explorers
co-design learning with 97 parents, carers and
children, conducted in partnership with Adoption
Focus, Kinship, St Christophers Fellowship and
The Fostering Network. We also include learning
from Letterbox Club and wider academic
research literature.

We'd like to thank all the partners, families and
children who shared their insights and the Mohn
Westlake Foundation and Arts Council England
who made our learning possible. We'd also like
to acknowledge Professor Rose Griffiths, founder
of Letterbox Club, for her contribution to the
research in this area.

Why reading is important for
children experiencing vulnerability

Children’s brains experience most growth
in their early years, so much so that an
enriching environment during this period
can have an impact on a child up to four
decades later'. Development of the parts
of the brain responsible for language,
emotion and cognition are supported by
early attachment experiences when a child
receives positive care giving. But these
formative experiences may be disrupted
when children experience vulnerability?.

Wider evidence shows the links between
reading and healthy development of the areas
of the brain which support language, executive
function, and social-emotional processing.
Reading in early childhood is associated with
beneficial outcomes for cognition, mental
health, and brain structure later in life®4.
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Throughout our co-design learning with
them, parents and carers told us what they
need to support their children to thrive
and where reading fits. They want to:

% provide a sense of belonging

® help children feel settled
and secure

® help children cope with
difficult emotions

% establish healthy routines
and family rituals

Reading together brings both immediate and
longer-term benefits to children experiencing
vulnerability and their parents and carers. It
provides a way for parents and carers to initiate
the kind of nurturing interactions that enhance
attunement and attachment®. Reading together
improves the bond between the parent or carer
and child, and makes children feel secure and
loved®’. The more frequently a parent or carer
reads with the child they look after, the greater
the positive influence on their relationshipé®.

‘ ‘ ..if they’ve had a really difficult

or challenging day, just sitting down

for 10 minutes reading a book together
before going to bed could perhaps
improve, restore or repair relationships. 79

Fostering Practitioner

A reading routine can also help children
regulate and connect with their emotions
and nurtures the skills they need to connect
with others. Reading provides the opportunity
for calm through escapism, imagination and
emotional regulation. In many ways reading
can act as a protective factor against

the adversity some children experience®.
Children who read or are read to regularly
tend to have better wellbeing, lower levels of
emotional problems, and improved resilience
and self-esteem™.

It has made a difference to
me by calming me down a bit when

I'm annoyed.

Child talking about Letterbox Club

A regular and predictable reading routine
provides a sense of safety and security, which
is particularly important for children from
vulnerable family backgrounds. This routine
also ensures quality time between the child
and their parent or carer, fostering a sense of
belonging, stability and a child’s sense of their
place in the world™?,

Books can also strengthen belonging and
identity through stories that reflect children’s
lives and the lives of those around them.
Representative books allow children to
explore aspects of their own lives that they
may not have seen accurately or positively
represented before, supporting self-identity™.

Our research shows that almost all parents
and carers know reading is important, but only
around half of those with young children read
to them daily. This is due to a range of factors
like competing pressures on time, not finding
reading easy or simply not knowing what to
read™®. Foster, kinship and adoptive families
will experience these same challenges,
alongside additional pressures™.

This is not just about having the time and
energy, but also the additional knowledge and
experience that may be required to engage

a child in reading if past experiences have
impacted on their emotional and behavioural
development or their confidence and

attitude towards reading. Previous research
shows, like many other parents and carers,
only 51% of foster carers read to the children
in their care dailys.
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How BookTrust is supporting strong
foundations for life through reading

Our co-design learning with foster, kinship

and adoptive families found that in order to
prioritise reading together, parents and carers
need to believe in the benefits of reading for the
children in their care. Not just as an academic
activity, but in helping children feel secure

and thrive emotionally.

Language and literacy is helpful
because it's about expression, my one
gets frustrated... It’s the frustration of
a toddler.

Kinship carer

Parents and carers also want practical tips
and advice to help with common challenges
in engaging children in reading, and support
in getting the most out of shared story times
to benefit the child".

As with previous research, those involved in our
co-design learning made it clear how important
it is to help families find ways to read that fit into
their daily lives. And how vital it is to reframe
reading to emphasise fun and playfulness, both
to make it more appealing, and to reinforce
children’s sense of agency and ownership™.

Built on this input from families, our new Story
Explorers programme offers online support and
monthly kits to guide families through different
story experiences, so they can choose how to
engage with reading. This provides each family
with the tools and support they need to find
what works for them.

‘ ‘ It can be very difficult for foster
carers to literally sit them down for
more than 10 mins... so they have to
be quite creative in perhaps trying

to promote reading rather than the
more formalised sitting down and
reading a book together. It’s trying to
do reading in different kind of ways.99

Fostering practitioner

As a child’s reading journey continues,
and the focus shifts from shared to
independent reading, different types of
support become important. BookTrust’s
Letterbox Club has been bringing the
magic of reading to children from
vulnerable family backgrounds for

over 20 years.

In response to our regular survey,
children receiving parcels for
independent reading say...

.(*). they either love or like
v Letterbox Club

96%

they are reading more on
their own after receiving
Letterbox Club

68%
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There have been a number of evaluations of
Letterbox Club measuring different outcomes
and the programme has been shown to have

a positive impact on children’s reading habits.
There are several features designed into
Letterbox Club which are key to engaging
children in reading. Regular parcels, with books,
maths games and stationery build anticipation
and provide novelty and reinforcement.
Receiving a parcel in the post with their name
on it helps children feel held and remembered.
All of which contribute to children feeling
engaged and excited about the parcels,
supporting reading motivation.

Ownership also plays a role. Because the parcels

are for them, children are able to make their
own decisions about how to use the materials.
This feeling of agency is another motivator for
reading and helps build children’s identities as
independent readers™2°,

‘ ‘ It actually still moves me to think
of how delighted the kids were every time
they saw one land on the doormat - the
packaging was quite distinctive so they
always knew!... | can speak first hand to
the joy it brings to kids who have often
been completely without joy (and to their
frazzled parents), and | am very confident
that it played a really big part in instilling
the passion for books which both my kids
now have.?9

Adoptive parent talking about
Letterbox Club

Built into all BookTrust programmes is the
knowledge that great books are fundamental
to engaging any child, of any age, in reading.
We use our expertise to provide books that
are suitable for children’s development stage
and relatable to their interests. We carefully
consider book selection so that the books

we provide help children experience the
benefits of reading, whether this is about
supporting their learning and development,
helping them see themselves represented in
a positive way, or underpinning their ability
to understanding and communicate about
emotions and social situations.

| do love books that are just fun
to read. But | also love a book with a
story that has a meaning behind it.
They make a child think and they make
for good conversation with that child...
| think knowing that other people,
whether they’re real people or characters
in a book, have had the same lived
experiences is important for children
in care.

Foster carer
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About BookTrust

As the UK'’s largest children’s reading

charity, we want every child to read regularly
and by choice. We reach millions of children and
families every year, inspiring them with books
and resources to get them started on their
reading journey. We provide a wide range of
carefully curated and designed books, resources
and support to help families start sharing stories
and to continue reading throughout childhood.
We offer more targeted support to families

from low-income and vulnerable backgrounds
because we know these children stand to
benefit the most from the benefits of reading.

Our support, designed to deliver reading
behaviour change, is based on robust evidence
including research with parents, grandparents,
other caregivers and practitioners. We
understand and design for the very diverse
structures, circumstances and preferences

of early years families in the UK.

Thanks to an extraordinary network of
partners, including local authorities, early
years settings, schools, libraries, and

more across England, Wales and Northern
Ireland, we are able to reach families where
they are, in their local communities.

BookTrust Story Explorers is a

Story Explerers new programme designed
with and for foster, kinship and
adoptive families to bring enjoyment
and stability through reading.
Find out more about Story Explorers

Letterbox Club is a
longstanding programme
designed to support
children who are
experiencing vulnerability or disadvantage
to engage in reading and numeracy.

Find out more about Letterbox Club

TeR
35

the letterbox club
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Contact us
queries@booktrust.org.uk
booktrust.org.uk

Follow us on social @BookTrust

©2024 BookTrust. Charity no: 313343

& (-004, Supported using public funding by .{j‘,’r}*“
$ 2| ARTSCOUNCIL % MRS’
% | ENGLAND S Vim0

BookTrust — The role of reading for children experiencing vulnerability



mailto:queries%40booktrust.org.uk?subject=
booktrust.org.uk
booktrust.org.uk
https://www.booktrust.org.uk/what-we-do/programmes-and-campaigns/our-support-for-children-from-vulnerable-family-backgrounds/story-explorers/
https://www.booktrust.org.uk/what-we-do/programmes-and-campaigns/letterbox-club/#:~:text=Letterbox%20Club,%20run%20by%20BookTrust,%20gives

Endnotes

1

10

il

12

13

14

15

16
17

18

19
20

Tooley, U. A, Bassett, D. S., & Mackey, A. P. (2021). Environmental influences on the pace
of brain development. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 22 (6), 372—-384.

Jethava, V, Kadish, J., Kakonge, L., & Wiseman-Hakes, C. (2022). Early Attachment and
the Development of Social Communication: A Neuropsychological Approach. Frontiers
in Psychiatry, 13 (13).

Sun, et al (2023). Early-initiated childhood reading for pleasure: Associations with better
cognitive performance, mental well-being and brain structure in young adolescence.
Psychological Medicine, 1-15.

Hutton et al (2017). Shared reading quality and brain activation during story listening
in preschool age children. The Journal of pediatrics, 191, 204-211.

Bell, D (2020). Can participation in a shared reading activity produce relational
benefits between foster carers and the children in their care? Prof Doc Thesis
University of East London.

Figueira-Bates (2022). What are the systems of support for children in the care system
as they enter education? Doctoral thesis, UCL.

Turnbull, J. (2022). Family routines and practices that support the school readiness
of young children living in poverty. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 58.

Rix, K, Leq, J., & Edwards, A. (2017). Reading in foster families. BookTrust and National
Children’s Bureau.

NHS Digital. (2021). Mental health of children and young people in England 2021.

Batini, F, et al. (2020). The association between reading and emotional development:
A systematic review. Journal of Education and Training Studies, 9 (12-37).

Meetoo, V. (2020). Complex ‘everyday’ lives meet multiple networks: The social and
educational lives of young children in foster care and their foster carers. Adoption &
Fostering, 44 (1).

Garcia Yeste, C. (2017). Dialogic literary gatherings and out-of-home childcare: Creation
of new meanings through classic literature. Child & Family Social Work, 23 (1).

Ramdarshan Bold, M (2022). Representation of people of colour among children’s book
creators in the UK 2020-2021. BookTrust.

BookTrust (2023) Children’s reading habits in the early years: Research with families
from low-income backgrounds in the UK.

BookTrust Family Survey 2021. Survey of over 5000 parents and carers in the UK
(unpublished).

Kinship. (2023). Breaking point: Kinship carers in crisis.

Harris, C., Westwater, C., & Mills, J. (2017). Research with practitioners in Wales: Support
for foster carers with reading with their children.

Griffiths, R. (2012). The Letterbox Club: An account of a postal club to raise the achievement
of children aged 7 to 13 in foster care. Children and Youth Services Review, 34 (6), 1101-1106.

BookTrust (2023). Letterbox Club Impact Report 2023.

Hancock (2017) Looked after children’s perspectives on books being delivered to the home
during the Letterbox Club Scotland, International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies
8(3-4),26-58.

BookTrust — The role of reading for children experiencing vulnerability




