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introduction

etting a parcel through the
G post is exciting for anyone,

and the Letterbox Club uses
this excitement to encourage looked
after children to enjoy playing games
and reading at home. The aim is to
enable children to make as much
progress as possible in literacy and
numeracy in Key Stage 2 (ages 7 to
11), and to support foster carers and
family members who would like to
help the children do well.

The project was initiated by the
University of Leicesterin 2002, and
developmental pilot work took place
from 2003 to 2006 with two local
authorities, Leicester City and Suffolk.
This helped to establish a successful
way of working, leading to a major
partnership with Booktrust, the national
charity that runs Bookstart and other
book-gifting schemes, and hence a
successful bid for a national pilot for
2007 and 2008, funded by the DCSF.

Each child who joins the Letterbox Club
gets a parcel once a month for six
months. The parcel is addressed to the
child at their foster home or other

residence, and typically includes a
letter (personalised with the child’s
name), two reading books, stationery
items such as pencils, an exercise book
or drawing book, bookmark or stickers,
and a maths game at the child’s own
level of attainment (for National
Curriculum levels 1 to 4). Parcels in
2007 were sent from June to November,
to cover the summer holiday period,
where there is a dip in attainment for
many children. It was hoped that many
carers would join in by reading or
playing games with the children, but
there was no assumption that this

was required.

From 2008, parcels were sent from

May to October, but this earlier start
was not possible in 2007 because of the
time needed to set up the national
organisation. Children can join
Letterbox in Year 3 (and be members
across the summer holiday into Year 4)
orin Year 5 (to take them into Year 6).

Funding for 2007 was confirmed in
February for April 2007. The initial
period of establishing the national
project, managed by Booktrust, was

successfully completed by the end

of May, and included appointing a
part-time project manager and
assistant, confirming which local
authorities would take part, making the
book selection for the year, sourcing
books and materials for the parcels, and
arranging warehousing and distribution.
Every local authority took partin
Induction Days led by Rose Griffiths
from the University of Leicester. This
ensured that everyone felt confident
about how to administer the reading
tests, maths tests and attitudinal
questionnaires that were given to
participating children during May and
early June, before the first parcels were
sent out. Children were also tested after
the six months had finished, to compare
their progress.
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what did children and carers think of the parcels?

hildren were sent
questionnaires to collect their

views of the books and games
in the parcels, by rating each item
“Liked it”, “It was OK” or “Didn’t use
it”. (We realise that the latter
category could include “Didn’t like
the look of it” or “Haven’t used it
yet”, but we felt that it was important
to keep the questionnaire as simple
as possible). There was space for a
comment on each item if wished,
and carers were asked their
opinions too.

Children in Year 3/4 received a
different selection of books to those
sent to children in Year 5/6, except
Where’s Wally? which went to both
age ranges. Books had been chosen
by a selection panel to include a
mixture of fiction, poetry, and non-
fiction, with good levels of illustration.
The maths games were organised by
National Curriculum level, not by age
range, and each child was sent a
game at level 1, 2, 3 or 4, depending
on their initial maths test. The games
were chosen to develop the child’s
understanding of number and their
confidence and fluency with key
skills in number.
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It was hoped that across the 12
books for each age range, each
child would find at least 8 books
which they liked or thought were
“OK”, and only 3 or 4 that they did
not immediately want to use: the
target was a “satisfaction rate” of
about 67%, and “didn’t use it”

of 33% or less.

The questionnaires (from 221
children) show a high level of
satisfaction with the books they were
sent: 84% “liked it” or “it was OK” and
16% “didn’t use it” on average for each
book. Maths games were also well-
received: 77% satisfied, and 23%
“didn’t use it” for each game on
average. Comments indicated that the
majority of carers felt the provision of
the games and activities had
encouraged them to do more with their
(foster) child, and there was evidence
of brothers, sisters, grandparents, and
social workers playing maths games
with children, often because the child
had asked them to play. Many children
used the maths equipment provided in
other ways, too — for example, using
the token coins to play shops.

Many children and carers commented
on the importance of the parcels being
addressed to the child and coming
through the post over a sustained period
of time, and had noticed the excitement
their children felt in “being remembered”
and in being able to manage things for
themselves:

“Loved the fact it was addressed to
him, opening and sorting, cutting out
game, putting books away eftc.”
(Carer of Year 5/6 boy)

“The colour of the envelope is
brilliant. Brandon watches the post
and can immediately identify “his”
package. It’s like a birthday present
and the combination of the reading
and the doing stuff is excellent.”
(Carer of Year 3/4 boy)

“Danielle really enjoys her parcels —
it helps her because she finds
concentrating difficult but | have
noticed her reading one of the books
quietly to herself, which doesn’t
happen often!!”

(Carer of Year 3/4 girl)

The most popular book in both age
ranges was Where’s Wally? for which
only 8% of children ticked “Didn’t use it”.
Comments on this book (and its
accompanying magnifying glass)
showed children’s pleasure in owning
their own copy of a book, in having to
concentrate, and in sharing their
enjoyment with others in their family:

“My brother had two Where’s Wally
books and sometimes wouldn’t let
me look at them. Now | have my
own it’s great.”

(Year 3/4 girl)

“I liked it but it was very hard to find
Wally as there are loads of people
with red and white on.”

(Year 5/6 child)

“We all had a go at Where’s Wally —
even the teenagers wanted to
haveago.”

Carer of Year 3/4 child)






