
The National Literacy Trust is an amazing charity dedicated to giving 
disadvantaged children the literacy skills they need to succeed. In this 
article, Laura Flinn, Digital Content Manager, recounts the journey 
taken to support families during lockdown. 

Like every workplace up and down the country, there 

was a feeling of uncertainty in the National Literacy 

Trust office in March 2020. It was becoming clear that 

schools were about to close and a national lockdown 

was looming.  I also remember it as a time of excitement 

as we prepared to take action in safeguarding the 

learning of the country’s most vulnerable children—

everyone was full of ideas and strategies. 

The National Literacy Trust is a charity that works to 

improve the reading, writing, speaking and listening 

skills in the UK's most disadvantaged communities, 

where low levels of literacy are seriously impacting 

people’s lives. Our mission as a charity is to provide 

access to stories, activities, programmes and supporting 

materials to help boost literacy and learning for those 

who need it most. In normal times we would distribute 

thousands of books every year to encourage children and 

young people to read for pleasure and, as a result, 

improve their literacy ability and chances of social 

mobility.  

Family Zone 

During the pandemic, this all changed. But two 

weeks into lockdown, we swiftly established an online 

platform called Family Zone as our answer to helping 

families stay on top of their children’s learning from 

home. While the organisation’s programmes teams 

were unable to deliver their usual literacy interventions 

face to face in schools and early years’ settings, we got 

creative and threw ourselves into developing activities 

suited to the home learning environment. The site was 

visited by 65,000 families in its first month alone. 

Our generous corporate partners, including the UK’s 

numerous publishing houses, also stepped in to supply 

us with author storytelling videos, e-books, audio books 

and downloadable resources. Bloomsbury Publishing 

even allowed us to host a digital version of The Book of 

Hopes, a collection of short stories, poems and pictures 

from over one hundred popular children's authors and 

illustrators edited by Katherine Rundell, to provide 

hope during such an unprecedented time through 
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reading. Since its publication in April 2020, this has 

generated more than 600,000 page views. 

Words for Life 

As lockdown went on longer than expected, it became 

clear that Family Zone needed a new home, dedicated to 

the longevity of parent-facing activities and advice. 

National Literacy Trust research released at the time 

found that while reading enjoyment had reached a 15-

year low before lockdown, more than a quarter (27.6%) 

of children and young people were enjoying reading 

more during the pandemic and a third (34.5%) were 

reading more often. 

However, although the home learning environment 

has proved vital in supporting early literacy, evidence 

shows that children from disadvantaged backgrounds are 

less likely to be read to at home, meaning they can fall 

behind. In what would be a new direction for the 

National Literacy Trust, we wanted to directly support 

families outside the classroom and get them talking, 

playing, reading, writing and enjoying stories together. 

Until this moment, most of our resources were aimed at 

practitioners. 

A new audience and vision 

To make sure we were meeting the needs of families 

at home, we carefully considered three audience 

personas for the site, who are: 

• Parents from the lowest socio-economic backgrounds

looking to support their children’s literacy needs,

while potentially struggling with literacy themselves

• Pupils aged 13 and over finding ways to improve their

literacy themselves

• More affluent parents, stepping in to support their

children who might have fallen behind in class or

need extra assistance with homework, or who might

be looking for supporting materials they can use at

home

We wanted our beneficiaries to 

be able to access relevant 

activities for their child’s age 

that would improve all literacy 

principles: reading, writing, 

speaking and listening. These 

needs were built into the 

navigation of the site, where 

users can choose from age 

categories from 0-6 months all 

the way up to 16+ years, and 

select chat, play, read, watch, 

listen and make activity types. 

We knew that the majority of 

our Family Zone users were visiting the site via a 

mobile or tablet device, so to capitalise on this, we 

rewrote content so it would be readily available on a 

webpage, rather than a printable download. 

It was also important that the content would feel 

accessible to both parents and young people. National 

Literacy Trust campaigns follow a simple behaviour 

change structure that demonstrates to families that they 

have the capability, opportunities and motivation to 

change their behaviour (the COM-B model of 

behaviour). This strategy has been included in the 

thinking around the activities available on Words for 

Life. The copy on the pages is written in a unique tone 

of voice that families find accessible but not 

patronising, instructive but non-judgemental, and fun 

but still educational. The language used across the site 

is consistently clear, short and without jargon. 

To fulfil the literacy outcomes of this new direct 

audience of young people, we also developed a separate 

area of the site to host content for over 13s, called Zone 

In, which has its very own look and feel. Rather than 

encouraging the parents to help improve their children’s 

literacy development, the copy in this area speaks 

directly to the young person.  

Brimming with content 

Now approaching its first anniversary, Words for 

Life is visited by an average of 77,000 unique visitors 

every month, with almost 112,000 landing on the site in 

the peak of lockdown in January 2021. In our first year 

we’ve collated a wide variety of content for families 

with children of all ages. This includes booklists to 

mark calendar hooks such as Pride Month and 

International Women’s Day, and ‘read and explore’ tips 

and activities around some of the most popular 

children’s titles such as Meg and Mog and Elmer. 

Every month there’s a collection of themed content 

spanning fun topics from the jungle to football, made up 

of book giveaways, recipes, arts and crafts activities and 

interactive quizzes. This encourages reading for 

pleasure by tapping into children’s particular interests.  

There are parent-facing advice blogs covering topics 

including free activities to try over the school holidays. 

In the last few months, we’ve also started pulling 

together a round-up of the site’s best activities in a 

monthly newsletter. Parents and carers receive a 

specific version of the newsletter, filled with tips to help 

their child learn more, depending on whether their 

oldest child is aged 0 to 5, 5 to 8 or 9 to 12. 

For older children, the Zone In section of the site 

includes advice for teenagers heading into the world of 
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work including writing cover letters and interview 

advice, creative writing activities to support mental 

wellbeing, internship opportunities and a Behind the 

Cover book club for young women and non-binary 

people in partnership with Penguin Random House and 

Lancôme. 

Some of the most popular Words for Life pages come 

from our collection of songs and rhymes, where parents 

and carers can find the music and lyrics to even the most 

niche of nursery rhymes! We wanted these to better 

reflect our target families and help them feel they have 

the ability to try these tunes themselves. To do this, 

we’re working with our Literacy Champions, a group of 

volunteers based in National Literacy Trust Hubs where 

low literacy levels are the most entrenched, to record 

videos of themselves demonstrating the words and 

actions to the songs for their fellow parents.  

One of my favourite Words for Life pages is 

Celebrate Children’s Mental Health Week, which 

includes a collection of resources to mark the occasion 

and support children’s mental wellbeing. It includes an 

exclusive video from author of Ruby's Worry, Tom 

Percival, tips on writing a worry journal and a ‘calm 

down glitter jar’ arts and crafts task.  

Post-pandemic planning 

And that’s not all. There is plenty more exciting 

content heading to the site in the next few months, 

which will make our parents and young people’s on-site 

experiences even better. We’ve just secured a 

partnership with the Institute of Physics to host a series 

of activities that will encourage children to become 

more involved in STEM experiences. We’ll also be 

expanding our financial resilience campaign, Words 

that Count, to help more young people get to grips with 

money and growing our Virtual School Library with 

Oak National Academy, which hosts free weekly e-

book or audio books and an exclusive video from a 

well-known or up-and-coming children’s author, to get 

more books in front of the children who need them the 

most.  

There are also plans to make the site more accessible 

for those families with sight or hearing difficulties. 

We’ll be adding subtitles to video content and hosting 

more suggestions for audio books and podcasts. 

It’s amazing to think how far the site has come since 

those first pre-pandemic conversations. I’d like to think 

that there won’t be another lockdown, but as long as 

there’s opportunity for learning at home, Words for Life 

will be here for anyone who needs it. 

To find out more and sign up to our 

newsletter, please visit wordsforlife.org.uk 
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