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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The South Australian Premier’s Reading Challenge 
has been running for 16 consecutive years.  
It continues to attract strong participation and 
support which contributes to increased reading 
engagement by students. 

• In 2019 132,362 students from all 3 education sectors completed the 
Challenge which is an increase of 130 from 2018. 

• 48.6% of all South Australian students participate in the 
Premier’s Reading Challenge. 

• 97% of South Australian schools participated in the program indicating that it 
is highly valued.

• NAPLAN results for students who complete the Challenge are consistently 
higher and show greater reading growth than those who do not participate in 
the Challenge.

• During the 2019 Challenge students read over 1.58 million books. Since 2004, 
students have read over 20 million books while participating in the Challenge. 

For more information about the program, visit www.prc.sa.edu.au
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CONTEXT
The Premier’s Reading Challenge 
is a literacy engagement program 
that challenges reception to year 
12 students to read 12 books by 
early September each year. 

Many schools incorporate the 
Challenge into their whole 
school approach to literacy. 

Students are awarded a certificate or medal in 
progressive order based on the number of years the 
student has completed the Challenge. Students can 
earn 14 awards, 1 award for each year of schooling.  

The program was initiated in South Australia in 2004 to 
encourage students to read more books for enjoyment 
and improve literacy levels. Some other states and 
territories in Australia conduct similar programs with 
these outcomes in mind. 

The budget allocation for conducting the program 
in 2019 was $347,000. With completion by 132,362 
students, this equates to approximately  
$2.62 per student.
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WHAT THE DATA SAYS
Participants
In 2019, 706 schools and 132,362 students completed 
the Challenge. This represents more than 97% of South 
Australian schools. 

Total participants included:

• 90,132 students from government schools

• 20,511 from Catholic schools

• 21,719 students from independent schools and 
home-educated or individual students  
(see Figure 1).  

PARTICIPANTS 

Figure 1 – Number of students completing the Challenge in each educational sector from 2004 to 2019.
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SENIOR SCHOOL STUDENTS COMPLETEING THE CHALLENGE

Senior student participation
The Challenge was originally aimed at encouraging 
reception to year 9 students to read more books for 
enjoyment and improve literacy levels.

The Challenge was extended to include senior students 
following requests to continue the challenge when they 
reached senior school.  

In 2019, 1,262 students in years 10, 11 and 12 chose to 
complete the Challenge, similar to the previous year 
(1,272). This represents 2% of senior secondary students 
and reveals that these students continue to be selective 
in participating in the Premier’s Reading Challenge (see 
Figure 2)

Figure 2 – Number of senior school students completing the Challenge from 2004 to 2019.
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Aboriginal student participation
The Challenge has an emphasis on encouraging all 
schools and students to participate. 

This reflects the government’s priorities to improve 
the education outcomes for Aboriginal learners and 
contributes to the Aboriginal Education Strategy  
2019-2029.

Data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 2019 
Schools Report indicates that there were 13,210 
Aboriginal students in SA. A total of 4,801 of those 
students completed the Challenge (36.3%). This was a 
1.3% increase from 2018. (See Figure 3)

Figure 3 – Students identifying as Aboriginal (all 3 education sectors) who completed the Challenge from 2004 to 2019. 

Kooniba Aboriginal School was invited to the Premier’s Reception for attaining a high percentage of students who 
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Home educated and individual 
student participants
In 2019, 220 home-educated or individually enrolled 
students completed the Challenge. (See Figure 4) 

Figure 4 – Home education and individual students completing the Challenge from 2004 to 2019.
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Figure 5 – Certificates and medals awarded to students in 2019, by gender. 

Participation by students with a 
disability
The Challenge had strong participation from 11 special 
schools and 10 disability units in 2019. Students 
experienced success in completing the Challenge, 
which was an avenue for improving literacy outcomes 
for students with disabilities.

Participation by gender
Of the 132,362 students who completed the Challenge 
in 2019, 50.5% were female and 49.5% were male. In 
the first 5 years of participation, more boys than girls 
completed the Challenge. In recent years, there has 
been little difference in the completion rates for boys 
and girls. (See Figure 5).
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Figure 6 – Mean reading scores in 2019 NAPLAN for students completing and not completing the Challenge.

The Challenge and NAPLAN
In 2019 government school students who completed 
the Challenge attained higher NAPLAN reading 
scores than government school students who did not 
complete the challenge. 

This result is consistent across students in years 3,5,7 
and 9 and has been a trend since first being investigated 
in 2012. (see Figure 6). 

In addition, NAPLAN results showed that the Challenge 
is attracting students from all ability levels through 
the primary years, not just those who are in the upper 
bands for reading. However, in year 9, students in higher 
proficiency levels were more likely to participate.
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READING GROWTH OF STUDENTS COMPLETING THE CHALLENGE
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Figure 7A – Reading growth in 2019 NAPLAN for students completing the Challenge. 

NAPLAN results have consistently shown that 
government school students completing the Challenge 
showed better rates of reading growth or improvement 
than government school students who did not 
complete the Challenge. 

For successive tests, students completing the Challenge 
had a larger percentage in the ‘high growth’ category 
and lower percentages in the ‘low growth’ category 
across all year levels. This improvement trend has 
continued consistently since 2009. The growth 
distributions for all year levels are represented in 
Figure 7.

While the Challenge is just one of many literacy activities 
that may be contributing to these results, the data 
clearly supports the theory that consistent reading is an 
effective way for students to improve their reading skills.

READING GROWTH OF STUDENTS COMPLETING THE CHALLENGE
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READING GROWTH OF STUDENTS NOT COMPLETING THE CHALLENGE
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Figure 7B – Reading growth in 2019 NAPLAN for students not completing the Challenge.
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Please note that the anomaly in year 9 was due to a very low number of Aboriginal students in the Challenge (16), which led to an inconsistent result.  
Figure 8A – Mean reading scores in 2019 NAPLAN for Aboriginal students completing and not completing the Challenge.

NAPLAN and Aboriginal students
In government schools, Aboriginal students who 
completed the Challenge also attained higher reading 
scores for NAPLAN in 2019 than Aboriginal students 
who did not complete the Challenge (see Figure 8a). 
While the pattern is consistent between Aboriginal and 
non-Aboriginal students, the gap between the groups is 
significant (see Figure 8b). 

NAPLAN AND ABORIGINAL STUDENTS 

200

300

400

500

600

Yr 3 Yr 5 Yr 7 Yr 9

PRC
Non PRC

NAPLAN AND ABORIGINAL STUDENTS



Premier’s Reading Challenge | Annual Report 2019 | 12

Figure 8B – Mean reading scores in 2019 NAPLAN comparing Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students completing and not completing the Challenge
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Awards
On reading 12 books by early September each year, 
students are awarded a range of certificates and medals 
in progressive order: 

• certificate  (1 year)

• bronze medal (2 years)

• silver medal (3 years)

• gold medal (4 years)

• champion medal (5 years)

• legend medal (6 years) 

• hall of fame medal (7 years)

• hall of fame reader for life certificate (8 years)

• reader for life bronze certificate (9 years)

• reader for life silver certificate (10 years)

• reader for life gold certificate (11 years)

• reader for life champion  certificate (12 years)

• reader for life legend certificate medal (13 years)

• reader for life hall of fame certificate (14 years).

In 2019 the reader for life hall of fame was awarded to 
11 students (similar to 2018) who have completed the 
Challenge every year since 2006 (14 years). This is the 
final award and represents 14 years of Premier’s Reading 
Challenge participation. 

The awards presented to students have increased each 
year, with 1,801,191 awards presented to date  
(See table 1).

Each year, there is a great influx of Premier’s Reading 
Challenge participants with 24,358 commencing in 
2019. Fewer students participate as awards progress. For 
most students, Reader for Life Bronze is earned in year 
8, and participation begins to wain (see Figure 9)

Numerous awards presentation ceremonies involving 
the, Minister for Education, members of Parliament, 
Premier’s Reading Challenge ambassadors, and the 
manager were conducted in schools to celebrate 
completion of the Challenge.
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READER FOR LIFE AWARDS 
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Figure 9 – Challenge awards presented in 2019.

Table 1 – Total awards.

Year 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Total

Total 49536 71299 90915 100971 107223 111652 116282 119777 124244 126738 126427 129523 131357 130654 132231 132539 1801368

READER FOR LIFE AWARDS
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Premier’s Reception
The Premier’s Reception was hosted by the Premier, the 
Hon Steven Marshall MP. It was held on 18 November 
at the Adelaide Zoo. Students and staff from 55 schools 
with outstanding achievement or improvement were 
invited to the event. 

Over 200 guests were invited from across South 
Australia including students from schools in Renmark, 
Tarlee, Koonibba, Jervois and Peterborough. The 
Premier addressed the audience and presented 
awards to student representatives from each school. 
The Premier also unveiled the 2020 posters for the 
Challenge, as voted for by students during 2019. 

Ambassador and renowned local author Phil Cummings 
acted as MC. School students from Coorara Primary 
School performed a dramatisation of Jessica 
Townsend’s Nevermoor – The Trials of Morrigan Crow 
and sang Old Library. The performances demonstrated 
the joy of reading can extend beyond a solitary practice. 
Tania Ingram and Mike Dumbleton, two leading 
South Australian authors, also assisted in the award 
presentations.

A visit from Adelaide zookeepers with tame animals for 
guests to appreciate was an additional highlight of the 
reception. For more information about the reception 
visit www.prc.sa.edu.au.

Premier’s Reading  
Challenge ambassadors
One of the strengths of the Challenge is the Ambassador 
program. There are 22 individual ambassadors and 6 
ambassador teams who volunteer their time to promote 
the Challenge and reading for enjoyment. They all play a 
key role in motivating students to read and improve their 
literacy levels. 

The individual ambassadors made 24 specific Challenge 
visits to schools plus many other visits in which they 
promoted the Challenge. 

The Minister for Education, the Hon John Gardner 
MP, also made over 100 school visits. He regularly 
highlighted school’s achievements in the Premier’s 
Reading Challenge and encouraged schools to continue 
involvement in the Challenge.

The ambassador teams volunteer their time as joint 
ambassadors for the Premier’s Reading and be active 
challenges. They promote the message of reading and 
being active during school visits across South Australia 
and work with thousands of students.

The ambassadors’ messages are powerful for students 
in promoting the Challenge during their well-established 
school visits and community programs.  

For more information about the ambassadors and 
ambassador teams, visit www.prc.sa.edu.au.
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Poster
To encourage students to have a voice in the promotion 
of the Challenge we hold a survey to choose the poster 
for the following year. 

South Australian artists are asked to design a poster for 
the primary or secondary category. Two are chosen for 
each category and students vote for their favourite on 
the website.

The winning primary poster was by Claire Wee and the 
secondary poster was by Jake Yang (see below). These 
will be printed and distributed as the posters for the 
2020 Challenge campaign.

The website
In 2019, there were 132,898 visitors to the Premier’s 
Reading Challenge website, with an average of 932 
visitors per day and a total of 618,296 page views. Just 
over 73% of visitors were from Australia, followed by 
United States with over 10% and China with over 2%, 
indicating an international profile of the SA Premier’s 
Reading Challenge.

The website was most often accessed by desktop 
computer (57.4%) followed by mobile device (30.8%) and 
then by tablet (11.8%),

School contact
A critical contributor to the success of the program 
is the work of school contact people in organising 
and supporting the Challenge. Their efforts in 
encouraging teachers and students to read, maintaining 
book collections, requesting ambassador visits, 
entering student data and managing the celebration 
presentations are pivotal to the success of the Premier’s 
Reading Challenge. 

School contact staff received monthly information 
about the Challenge via email. Good communication 
was maintained and these updates continued to be a 
vital support in ensuring the success of the program.

Booklists
The booklists were maintained and updated by a 
panel of 3 teacher-librarians, a public librarian and the 
Challenge administration team who met regularly. 
Their knowledge is critical in ensuring the quality of the 
booklists for the Challenge. This panel consists of Fran 
Knight, Jane Toop, Jane Bassham, Nicole Dent, Mark 
Williams, Kaleen Raethel and Jodie Stephenson.

The booklists continue to be a very important part of the 
program, as evidenced by the website usage. The most 
accessed/popular pages are the home page and the 
booklist pages.

In 2019 there were 7,386 books on the booklists, 
including 246 new books added. 

The website booklists allow students to ‘like’ books they 
have read. A live tally of student opinion of the books on 
the Challenge booklists is displayed and each booklist 
has a Top 10 Likes live tally. This is an excellent resource 
for students and teachers to see what readers are 
enjoying.

The booklist category STEM (science, technology, 
engineering and maths) was used as the basis of a 
successful additional challenge within the Challenge.

HOW THE CHALLENGE 
IS PROMOTED
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Focus on literacy 
The Challenge supports the department’s focus on 
improving literacy of all students by encouraging them 
to enjoy reading. 

Teaching literacy is a core responsibility at all levels 
of schooling and is a thread that runs through the 
Early Years Learning framework (EYLF), the Australian 
Curriculum, and the SACE. 

Literacy development at school is critical but what 
happens out of school is just as important. The 
Challenge supports parents to read with their children. 
There is a section for parents and families on the 
Challenge website with links to the Department for 
Education’s Great Start website.

Additional opportunities for 
students
The Challenge ran several competitions during 2019 to 
highlight particular issues and initiatives and to align with 
department and government priorities. These included 
the West Java Leader’s Reading Challenge, the STEM 
Reading Challenge and the the dramatisation of a  
PRC book. 

Links with other agencies
Strong links were developed and maintained within 
the department and with other nations and agencies 
including the Government of West Java Province and 
Inspiring South Australia. 

Reading medals were exchanged between West Java 
and South Australia and presented to students at the 
completion of their respective challenges. 

In term 3, 2019 (including science focus month August), 
1000 students submitted entries to the Inspire SA-
supported STEM reading challenge. Inspire SA  
provided a range of science-related prizes to students 
and schools. 

For more information on these initiatives and 
organisations, which are mutually supportive of reading 
and raising literacy levels, visit www.prc.sa.edu.au  .
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