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Overview

• Research insights across the lifespan

- Exploring the evidence base

- Deepening and expanding understanding

• Practice

- Supporting wellbeing through reading among young people

• Reading and resources



Exploring the evidence base



Children and Young People

• UK (n = 49,046, aged 8-18): Reading enjoyment and reading 
frequency positively associated with self-reported wellbeing.

• Australia (n= 61,759, aged 9-15): Frequency of reading for enjoyment 
associated with higher self-reported wellbeing, among those from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds (Kennewell et al., 2022). 

• US (n = 10,243, aged 9-14): Frequency of reading for pleasure at 9-11 
years old negatively associated with mental health difficulties at 11-
13 years old (Sun et al., 2023). 

Clark & Teravainen-Goff (2018) https://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/Mental_wellbeing_reading_and_writing_2017-18_-_FINAL2_qTxyxvg.pdf
Kennewell et al. (2022): https://bmcpediatr.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12887-022-03322-1
Sun et al. (2023): https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37376848/

https://nlt.cdn.ngo/media/documents/Mental_wellbeing_reading_and_writing_2017-18_-_FINAL2_qTxyxvg.pdf
https://bmcpediatr.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12887-022-03322-1
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37376848/


Adults

https://readingagency.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/State-of-the-Nations-Adult-Reading_2024-Focus-on-Health-
and-Wellbeing.pdf

Reading Agency
Based on n = 2,003, aged 16+

https://readingagency.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/State-of-the-Nations-Adult-Reading_2024-Focus-on-Health-and-Wellbeing.pdf


Deepening and expanding understanding



Reading and Wellbeing: Qualitative project

• Large scale (n = 78) qualitative research project, interviews with 
children (aged 9-11), young people (aged 15-17), adults (aged 30-50) 
and older adults (aged 63-83) who enjoy reading fiction.

• Focused on wellbeing from hedonistic (positive affect) and 
eudaimonic (connection, personal growth) perspectives.

Currie, N. et al., (2025). Reading Fiction and Psychological Well-being During Older Adulthood: Positive Affect, Connection and Personal Growth. Reading 
Research Quarterly, https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.605
Currie, N., et al., (2025). How does reading fiction support adolescents’ wellbeing? A qualitative study examining positive affect, connection and personal 
growth. Reading Psychology. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02702711.2025.2504974
Currie, N., et al,. (forthcoming). Reading fiction and wellbeing: In-depth insights from children’s perspectives. Journal of Research in Reading
Currie, N., & McGeown, S. (2025). Fiction Books and Benefits to Wellbeing. In Reading for Pleasure: International Perspectives. Cremin, T., & McGeown, S. 
(Eds.) Routledge.

https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.605
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02702711.2025.2504974


Reading and Wellbeing: Qualitative project

• Large scale (n = 78) qualitative research project, interviews with 
children (aged 9-11), young people (aged 15-17), adults (aged 30-50) 
and older adults (aged 63-83) who enjoy reading fiction.

• Focused on wellbeing from hedonistic (positive affect) and 
eudaimonic (connection, personal growth) perspectives.

Currie, N. et al., (2025). Reading Fiction and Psychological Well-being During Older Adulthood: Positive Affect, Connection and Personal Growth. Reading 
Research Quarterly, https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.605
Currie, N., et al., (2025). How does reading fiction support adolescents’ wellbeing? A qualitative study examining positive affect, connection and personal 
growth. Reading Psychology. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02702711.2025.2504974
Currie, N., et al,. (forthcoming). Reading fiction and wellbeing: In-depth insights from children’s perspectives. Journal of Research in Reading
Currie, N., & McGeown, S. (2025). Fiction Books and Benefits to Wellbeing. In Reading for Pleasure: International Perspectives. Cremin, T., & McGeown, S. 
(Eds.) Routledge.
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02702711.2025.2504974


Findings: Positive affect

• Fiction book reading can elicit a wide range of emotions (e.g., 
happiness, sadness, excitement, tension, nostalgia, hope) 

• Some readers report that ‘negative’ emotions can be enjoyable

• Emotions before and after reading

• Emotions elicited via book content and/or cueing of personal memories

• Readers differ in their predisposition to seek out/engage in emotionally 
meaningful content

• Book content/writing quality influences emotional experiences



Positive affect
‘I just love the thrill of 
it, I just love the 
magic…It just feels like 
I'm in another world’

‘I’ve read a few books as well 
that that have like left me 
crying in tears, like, I'm not 
even kidding. But it's 
amazing’

‘the way that that 

sentence was written 

terrified me…’
‘It lived with me and I still 

think about it every once 

in a while’

‘remembering the days when you 
really could chase down the deck 
and grab the ropes that were 
thrown [laughing] reminds you of 
happy times.’ 

‘it is genuinely one of the 
funniest things I've ever read. 
And then there's other 
moments where it's like hair-
raisingly awful and it's-, yeah, 
it's just it's so good’

‘it gave me an experience that 
I haven't had in real life, but it 
was for me, it was quite a 
deep experience’



Findings: Connection

Fictional world

• Characters

• Settings

• Story events

Real world

• Known others

• Unknown others



Connection

‘When they tell you about their 
personal feelings and you can tell 
how much it actually relates to 
you. How, I know it's just a book, 
but it feels like sometimes just 
yourself’

‘I felt as if I'd lived the whole 

life with her when she died. So 

I've really, I sort of lived and 

breathed the series’ 

‘the people become real. Like, I 
don't care what anybody says to 
me, I genuinely believe that these 
people are real and that I know 
them intimately’

‘cause like when I read a book that's like about 
friendship and stuff I just, I just see how good 
that friendship is and I want that to happen 
with my friends and stuff’

‘It's always like an internal monologue. So it 
makes me think if other people I know, they're 
not saying anything, but they're having troubles, 
they're constantly thinking about stuff that is 
never talked about, you know?’



Findings: Personal growth

• Intellectual and educational development

• Supporting self

• Understanding others

• Expanding life experiences



Personal growth

‘I would say I went to India, I 
went to Africa, I went to, you 
know, there was all these 
countries I went to with all of 
these books’

‘it gives you an understanding 
and an insight and maybe 
hopefully an empathy into those 
experiences that you, were not 
gonna have yourself but help to 
be maybe, hopefully, a better 
human being’

‘but I think the quieter 
arena of reading is more 
likely to bring about change, 
or slow change. At least 
some self-questioning’ ‘[through character] I can 

see that it is OK to not be 
perfect because it will 
always be OK, like, it will all 
be alright’

‘it makes me understand 
that people are fighting 
battles that you have no 
idea about’

‘just reading about different 
concepts and topics, it really 
helps to define what I enjoy 
and what I want to do in the 
future’ 



Research summary

• Fiction book reading can provide a vast range of rich and diverse 
positive experiences.

• However, for the wellbeing benefits of reading to be realised, we 
need to find books we enjoy reading, and engage deeply with the 
books that we read….

Currie, N. et al., (2025). Reading Fiction and Psychological Well-being During Older Adulthood: Positive Affect, Connection and Personal Growth. Reading 
Research Quarterly, https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.605
Currie, N., et al., (2025). How does reading fiction support adolescents’ wellbeing? A qualitative study examining positive affect, connection and personal 
growth. Reading Psychology. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02702711.2025.2504974
Currie, N., et al,. (forthcoming). Reading fiction and wellbeing: In-depth insights from children’s perspectives. Journal of Research in Reading
Currie, N., & McGeown, S. (2025). Fiction Books and Benefits to Wellbeing. In Reading for Pleasure: International Perspectives. Cremin, T., & McGeown, 
S. (Eds.) Routledge

https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.605
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02702711.2025.2504974
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The worst day of my teaching career 





Ways to Live Forever by Sally Nicholls. (2008).  Marion Lloyd Books. 



Ways to Live Forever by Sally Nicholls. (2008).  Marion Lloyd Books. 





What ideas and experiences and can 
books explore that no other medium 

can do?



Crisis in English Studies 

Heller, Nathan. “The End of the English Major.” The New Yorker, 27 Feb. 2023, 
www.newyorker.com/magazine/2023/03/06/the-end-of-the-english-major.

Plaister, Natasha. “Which A-Level subjects are the most popular?” FFT Education Datalab, 17 Aug. 2022
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2022/08/which-a-level-subjects-are-the-most-popular/

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2023/03/06/the-end-of-the-english-major
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2022/08/which-a-level-subjects-are-the-most-popular/


Martin, M. (2023) ‘A-levels 2023: 10 key insights for teachers’, TES Magazine, 17 August. Available at: https://www.tes.com/magazine/analysis/secondary/a-levels-10-trends-teachers-2023 (Accessed: 23 October 2025).

https://www.tes.com/magazine/analysis/secondary/a-levels-10-trends-teachers-2023?utm_source=chatgpt.com


Psychological Insights From Literature 

There are in our existence spots of time,
That with distinct pre-eminence retain
A renovating virtue, whence, depressed
By false opinion and contentious thought,
Or aught of heavier or more deadly weight,
In trivial occupations, and the round
Of ordinary intercourse, our minds
Are nourished and invisibly repaired;
A virtue, by which pleasure is enhanced,
That penetrates, enables us to mount,
When high, more high, and lifts us up 
when fallen

William Wordsworth, The Prelude. Book 12. 208-218 

(1850 edition)

Lady Macbeth Effect



“Every brilliant experiment, like every great work of art, starts with an act 

of imagination.  Unfortunately, our current culture subscribes to a very 

narrow definition of truth. If something can’t be quantified and 

calculated, then it can’t be true. Because this strict scientific approach has 

explained so much, we assume that it can explain everything. But every 

method, even the experimental method, has limits. Take the human mind. 

Scientists describe our brain in terms of its physical details; they say we are 

nothing but a loom of electrical cells and synaptic spaces. 

What science forgets is that this isn’t how we experience the world. (We 

feel like the ghost, not like the machine.) It is ironic but true: the one 

reality science cannot reduce is the only reality we will ever know. This is 

why we need art. By expressing our actual experience, the artist reminds 

us that our science is incomplete, that no map of matter will ever explain 

the immateriality of our consciousness.”

Lehrer, J. (2012) Proust Was a Neuroscientist. Edinburgh: Canongate Books. ISBN 978-0857862310.



Stories that Live in Letters



Stories Born in Boxes 







Battle of the Books Competitions



Awards and Recognition for Reading



How can we use social connection, 
competition and recognition to support 

reading?



Choosing Books 



Why do readers get stuck on
certain series or writers?



Bhalla, H., 2025. The paradox of choice: From a teen’s perspective. Medium. [online] Available at: 
https://medium.com/@himangibhalla/the-paradox-of-choice-9bb106899a30 [Accessed 23 October 2025].

https://medium.com/@himangibhalla/the-paradox-of-choice-9bb106899a30


World Poetry Day

Everybody chooses a 
poetry book to read 



Winners of the 

2007 - 2025





How can we encourage young people                   
(and ourselves) to be more ambitious and 

varied with our reading?



Reading and resources



Research

Website: https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/

Research articles
Online articles/blogposts
Reflective reading guide
Recorded author events

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/


Upcoming events

Book Week Scotland

The Power and Pleasures of Reading with Graeme Macrae Burnet

20th November, 7-8.30pm

In person and online tickets available

https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/the-pleasures-and-power-of-reading-with-graeme-
macrae-burnet-tickets-1544433455039?aff=Web

https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/the-pleasures-and-power-of-reading-with-graeme-macrae-burnet-tickets-1544433455039?aff=Web


Research
Positive narrative to frame future thinking, discussion 
and action in relation to books and reading.

Shares research insights, and diverse perspectives 
within the context of five themes:

• Enjoy

• Engage

• Empower

• Enrich 

• Expand

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/


Practice
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• Battle of the Books (USA). Available at: https://www.battleofthebooks.org/

• Battle of the Books (Hong Kong). Available at: https://www.hkbattleofthebooks.org/

• CLiPPA Poetry Award Winners. Available at: https://clpe.org.uk/system/files/2024-

08/Previous%20CLiPPA%20Winners%202024_0.pdf

• Excelsior Prize for Graphic Novels. Available at: https://www.excelsioraward.co.uk/

• Jhalak Prize for Writers of Colour in the UK and Ireland (Children & YA). Available 

at: https://www.jhalakprize.com/

• Carnegie Awards. Available at: https://carnegies.co.uk/archive

Recommended Books for Young People

Ways to Live Forever by Sally Nicholls. 

(2008).  Marion Lloyd Books. ISBN: 978-1-4071-0499-7. 

Wonder by  R. J. Palacio. (2025). 

Puffin Classics. ISBN: 978-0-241-77751-0. 

The Crossover by Kwame Alexander. 

(2015). Andersen Press. ISBN: 978-1-78344-367-3. 

The Breadwinner by Deborah Ellis. 

(2023). Oxford University Press. ISBN: 978-0-192-78738-5. 

My Sister Lives on the Mantelpiece by Annabel Pitcher. 

(2013). Orion Children's Books. ISBN: 978-1-78062-186-9. 

Anya's Ghost by Vera Brosgol. 

(2014). Square Fish. ISBN: 978-1-250-04001-5. 

Roller Girl by Victoria Jamieson

(2024). Puffin. ISBN: 978-0-241-71296-2. 

Smile by Raina Telgemeier. 

(2023). Scholastic US. ISBN: 978-1-338-74026-4. 

Boxers & Saints by Gene Luen Yang. 

(2013). First Second. ISBN: 978-1-59643-552-0.

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2023/03/06/the-end-of-the-english-major
https://substack.com/@daisychristodoulou/p-151515473
https://www.battleofthebooks.org/
https://www.hkbattleofthebooks.org/
https://clpe.org.uk/system/files/2024-08/Previous%20CLiPPA%20Winners%202024_0.pdf
https://www.excelsioraward.co.uk/
https://www.jhalakprize.com/
https://carnegies.co.uk/archive


Thank you for listening

Opportunity for questions and discussion

University of Edinburgh Literacy Lab: 

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/

LinkedIn: Sarah McGeown

A copy of these slides is available on the ‘talks’ page 

TES Articles:
5 Ways to Launch a Poetry Revolution in 
Your School
How UN’s Global Goals Can Engage Pupils
The Power of Podcasts to Engage Pupils
5 Resources for Nature-Led Learning – And 
Why It Matters
Nord Anglia Education:
Discovering Another World in Books – Our 
Global Library
LinkedIn: David Robinson

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sarah-mcgeown-079102353/
https://www.tes.com/magazine/archive/5-ways-launch-poetry-revolution-your-school
https://www.tes.com/magazine/archive/how-uns-global-goals-can-engage-pupils
https://www.tes.com/magazine/archive/power-podcasts-engage-pupils
https://www.tes.com/magazine/archive/5-resources-nature-led-learning-and-why-it-matters
https://www.nordangliaeducation.com/college-du-leman/news/2016/07/01/discovering-another-world-in-books--our-global-library
https://www.linkedin.com/in/david-robinson-77961678/

