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Our mission is to inspire a deeper appreciation of books and writing,  
and use them to change lives and improve life-chances. Through our literary 

festival and outreach work, we open doors to learning, creativity and  
connection. We also use the power of stories to support those who may  

be isolated or disadvantaged by age or social circumstances. Our impact in 
2025 shows both a continued need and growth across all of our activities.



As we reflect on 2025, we are 
delighted to share a year defined 
by growth, connection, and 
meaningful impact. Both our 
spring and autumn Festivals 
delivered some of our strongest 
programmes to date. Publishers 
placed great trust in us, buoyed 
by our record for expanding 
audiences and exceptional 
book sales. Our investment 
in PR and digital marketing 
also paid dividends, driving an 
extraordinary rise in newsletter 
subscriptions - our most effective 
route to reaching and inspiring 
our community.

With the pandemic now firmly 
behind us, people have returned 
to the joy of live events. But in 
a climate marked by polarised 
debate, misinformation, and online 
noise, we are seeing audiences 
seek out exactly what the Festival 
offers: balanced, expert insight 
on the issues that shape our 
world. That pursuit of thoughtful 
conversation continues  
to fuel our growth.

Demand for our outreach 
programmes has never been 
higher. At a time when children’s 
engagement with reading is at a 
historic low, schools deeply value 

the transformative experience of 
live author visits - particularly for 
reluctant readers. Our bedtime 
story workshops in prisons also 
continue to make a profound 
difference, with more prisons 
inviting us to support family 
connection. Meanwhile, Books with 
Friends remains a cherished lifeline 
for many. It is now at full capacity, 
and we will keep it intentionally 
small so it retains the intimacy and 
personal connection that make  
it so powerful.

Thank you for your invaluable 
support. Stratford Literary Festival 
may be modest in size, but that 
focus enables us to be agile, 
targeted, and deeply effective - 
ensuring our work creates lasting 
and measurable impact.

We look forward to celebrating our  
19th year in 2026 and to building  
on this year’s achievements 

together.

Annie Ashworth
Festival Director

WELCOME  
from the Festival Director

Thank you for your kind hospitality. It’s so 
lovely being around people attending the 
talks, coming out and buzzing with how 
their own thoughts had been changed  
or fired up by what they had heard.

Author and audience feedback
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IMPACT IN 2025 
This was the best year yet for the Festival, 
with growing audiences and support for  
the Festival and our outreach work. 
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The Festival 

Our aim: to inform and entertain audiences with 
a wide variety of events and topics including  
fiction, non-fiction, politics and world affairs,  
important panel conversations with experts, 
workshops for emerging writers and events  

for families.

Two Festivals: 4 days in Spring and 4 days in Autumn

Ticket sales: 14,500 (20% growth)
160+ events

Increase in newsletter sign-ups by 23%
Average % of newsletter engagement: 58%
Increase in Friends and Benefactors by 166%

IMPACT ON THE TOWN 
Ticketholders who visit a local business, cafe,  
restaurant or attraction when attending the Festival 66% 

Ticketholders who travel 10 miles+  
to the Festival (and 10% over 50 miles) 46% 

Headline names who appeared included:
Graham Norton
Sir Philip Pullman
John Cleese 
Alison Steadman
Mishal Husain
Sally Phillips
Juliet Stevenson

Lyse Doucet
Gyles Brandreth
Mick Herron
Jeremy Vine
Susie Dent
Charlie Higson
Sir Tony Robinson

Nicola Sturgeon
Lady Brenda Hale
Baroness Sue 
Campbell
Carol Klein
Robin Ince 
and many more. 

The Festival gained attention in leading print and online 
publications and featured on ITV Central News.



That was quite simply the most 

wonderful festival experience 

I have had in a very, very long 

time. Everything was perfect. 

I’m so impressed with how well 

you swans coped, sailing so 

effortlessly along, although I 

know you were paddling like  

hell below the waterline.  

All your support team were 

great and could not have  

been kinder.

Thank you for putting on another 
fantastic Stratford Literary Festival 
this Autumn - when I didn’t think your 
Spring Festival could be bettered, you 
did it again! Many congratulations for 
giving us such a fabulous line up of 
quality speakers and for the incredible 
work behind the scenes - it was a 
wonderful experience and each and 
every volunteer I spoke to was super 
friendly and helpful. Such a joyous 
occasion.

Just a quick note to say  
how impressed I was  

with your festival - I have  
been travelling round  

the UK for many talks for this 
book and yours was easily the 

slickest, most efficient and 
friendly. Thank you for making 

me so welcome and both 
events were brilliant.

The varied talks we 
attended were excellent - 
and have provided much 

food for thought!

Best festival yet. 
Fab organisation. 
Brilliant speakers.

AUTHOR AND AUDIENCE FEEDBACK

Thank you for arranging 

a really interesting and 

varied programme of 

authors and performers. 

Inspirational!

Excellent event, 
diverse array 

of authors, will 
definitely book 
tickets for the  

next festival. 
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We took authors into schools across the region and throughout the year to talk about  
their books to all key stages. Events were planned to respond to National Literacy Trust 
(NLT) reports about the drop in reading for enjoyment amongst young people.

The results of the research concluded that low literacy has lifelong consequences. We want to 
address this growing crisis in children at the early stages of their education. 

The NLT recognises the links between book ownership and broader life outcomes so we provide 
opportunities for children to buy a signed copy of an author’s book helping to address the impact 
book ownership can have on improving literacy skills so children can thrive in later life.  Where 
possible we donate books to schools, libraries and offer discounts on books available to purchase. 
We are responding to the 100% increase in children in schools in receipt of pupil premium since 
2018 and, in 2026, we aim to make sure that every child in our region receives a book regardless of 
their individual circumstance. 

OUR OUTREACH 
WORK 

AUTHORS IN SCHOOLS  
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IMPACT IN 2025
Number of children reached: 4200
Number of authors who visited: 15
Number of school visits: 34
Schools who reported increased reading  
engagement as a result of the author visits: 83%
Schools visited who would like to work with us again: 100%

NEW FOR 2025
After each visit 
we follow up with 
a resource pack, 
created by an 
educator, so that the 
impact of each visit 
is consolidated and 
continues to have 
impact.

The Stratford Literary Festival is a charity committed  
to using books, reading and writing to make 
connections, and improve education, well-being  
and life outcomes. Our projects endeavour to address  
a need through inspiring and creative activities. 



After each visit we ask visiting authors, teachers and 
students to let us know what they thought of the visit. 
This helps us to ensure our activities are as impactful 
as possible.
An in-person author visit resonates far 
beyond that hour in the hall. A child only 
needs to read one book independently and 
love the experience to become a reader for 
life. Often meeting an author in real life is 
the spark that makes a child think, actually 
this might be for me. 

Jenny McLachlan, bestselling children’s  
author (school visit November 2025)

‘Onjali Q Raúf was thoroughly engaging and 
inspiring during her visit. Her book themes 
allowed great discussions to be led both 
before and after the session that inspired 
our young writers.’

Teacher, Coton End Primary School

‘Meeting Jenny McLachlan made me want 
to write my own story straight away! I loved 
hearing how she creates her characters — 
it made me think I could be an author too’ 

Pupil, Year 6

‘I love her books and how she came over to 
our school and got people involved with the 
use of drama.’ 

Pupil, Year 5 

‘We love the work Stratford Literary Festival 
does in ensuring that schools have access 
to a variety of authors and illustrators. They 
are always of high quality and engage the 
children in different ways. It is vital that 
children are exposed to professionals so 
that they can see what can be achieved 
from imagination and creativity.’ 

Gill Humphriss,  
Head Stratford Primary School

‘A really enigmatic author who was able to 
really immerse the children in his book and 
engage children into the world of writing 
and reading. There was a very long row 
of children afterwards eagerly awaiting 
to have their book signed. We had 30 
children who now have a copy of the book 
to read and many of these were boys, a 
group we are trying to get to read as often 
as possible. We placed two copies in the 
school library and the children practically 
fought over who would be the first to read 
the book (we had to instigate a no taking 
home policy so that more children could dip 
into the book at library club). Tom Percival’s 
visit had a profound impact on the children 
and has inspired yet another huge group of 
children to engage with literature.’

Teacher, Bridgetown School

FEEDBACK...  
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We so value author 
visits; they have 

such a huge impact 
on the children’s 
attitude towards 
books and how 

they are created.
                                        Teacher, Year 5



312,000 children are affected by parental imprisonment every year. The Festival is the only 
organisation in th UK that delivers bedtime story writing workshops for prisoners to help 
discourage reoffending, help lessen the trauma of separation for a child and remind them 
that their relative is thinking of them. We work across the country with one-day workshops  
in both the male and female estate teaching prisoners to create a story for their children  
or grandchildren. We then edit and print the stories so they can be shared with the child.  
The demand for our workshops has grown this year and we will be delivering them right  
up until Christmas and into the new year.

Often prison visits from children are difficult or impossible, especially when a mother is in prison, 
because prisons are a long way from home.

WORKSHOPS  
IN PRISONS 
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IMPACT IN 2025
Number of prison workshops in 2025: 11
Prisoners who participated: 75
Children reached: 179
Broader family connections made: 360

I loved it and thought it was brilliant. I managed 
to make up a story and it looked so good with 
the pictures. It has made me proud. One of the 
best things I have done in my life.
Prisoner, HMP Wandsworth

‘The impact of the workshops is huge, for both the children and the parents. For the child,  
it’s something created for them by a loved one they may not have seen in weeks or months  
and something they can keep forever. It’s a reminder that their parents are still there,  
still thinking of them, and still playing a part in their life. For the men, it can be a deeply  
emotional experience: a chance to do something meaningful and positive for their family  
member and to feel proud of what they have created.

We have seen time and again how these workshops boost self-esteem and reignite a sense of 
purpose. Many participants say it’s the first time they’ve felt proud of something in years, it can 
be emotional. We know that strong family ties play a key role in rehabilitation. Research shows 
that people in prison who stay connected to their families are much less likely to reoffend.’

Sarah Town, Sector Libraries Manager

‘My daughter wouldn’t let go of the story when she received it. She couldn’t believe she was 
in a story! By writing my own story for them, I have brought my family closer. It is unique.’

Prisoner, HMP Belmarsh and winner of a Koestler Award for his story

‘I loved receiving this from my dad. The story was brilliant and the pictures.’ 

Child recipient



Established in 2015, our free book group meets every month to share a book everyone 
has read in advance. The aim is to provide a friendly, accessible and non-judgemental 
environment for people who might find themselves socially isolated and a  
bit lonely for whatever reason. It is now so over-subscribed that we hold  
three sessions in a day, with enquiries to join coming in all the time.

BOOKS  
WITH FRIENDS  
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I value my special 
friends. I include 

Books with Friends 
here. We are all  

very different but  
I like to think we 

share a bond.
In 2025:

36 active members

26 sessions in 2025 plus 10th birthday party

6 new members

Our impact:
‘The discipline to finish a book instead of 
discarding as I’ve done so many times.’

‘I love sharing a love of reading with others. 
I really missed the banter and enthusiasm 
of children’s and young adults’ reading 
groups in school.’

‘BWF has introduced me to books and 
authors I would otherwise not have read. 
I particularly enjoy reading around and 
delving into subjects introduced.’

‘After my recent illness, finally being able 
to attend meetings brought normality back 
into my life!’

‘I’ve always been a rather insular person 
preferring my own company to crowds, 
cliques and parties - I’ve made all sorts 
of plans to join various local groups but 
usually run away.’

‘I feel relaxed enough to share my views 
with other members without judgement. 
My confidence took a bashing when I was 
made redundant. It felt like a bereavement.’

Highlight of the Year
In June, we were invited to apply for a place 
on The West Midlands Readers’ Network Short 
Story Project and commissioned our own 
bespoke short story with the writer, Nicola 
Jones. In early November we received  
a preview of Hermione - to be published  
in an anthology in spring 2026.

‘I was so delighted to be paired with Books 
with Friends in Stratford. I discovered 
from their website that the book club was 
originally set up to help combat social 
isolation and, arriving to meet some of their 
members on a glorious September day, 
I couldn’t have been made to feel more 
welcome. They certainly live up to their 
name.’  

Nicola Jones



OUR 
SUPPORTERS 
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OUR PATRONS 
Maggie O’Farrell - Festival Patron

Julia Donaldson - Patron of our Literacy Outreach 

Festival Ambassadors: Clive Myrie,  
Dr Adam Rutherford, Dame Jacqueline Wilson,  

David Nicholls, Dame Harriet Walter and  
Poet Laureate Simon Armitage.

Sponsors and Partners in 2025

Lead Sponsor:

Pragnell - Nature’s Rare Jewels

Cooper Adams Chartered 
Accountants
Crowne Plaza Hotel
David Fickling Books
Doubletree Hilton
Dobson Grey
Healthy Back Bag Company
Huws Gray Builders Merchants
Jackson West Solicitors
Montpelier Contemporary Art
Paragon Banking Group
The Observer

The Arden Hotel
Prontaprint
Royal Shakespeare Company
STRADFAS
Stratford Bed Company
Tim Cox Associates
The Booktaster
The Phoenix Comic
The Stratford Society
The Week Magazine
The Welcombe Hotel
Vin Neuf Wine Merchants
Waterstones

Warwick Arts Centre

Trust and Foundations that have supported  
our work in 2025
1772 Charity
29th May 1961 Charity
Allen Lane Foundation
Amazon Literary Partnerships
Gowling WLG Charitable Trust

Hawthornden Trust
Seccombe Family Trust
The Weavers Company
Victoria Wood Foundation
World of Books Foundation

Friends and Benefactors
Our thanks to all those who have supported us by continuing to be or 
becoming Friends or Benefactors this year, and those who have made 
one-off donations.  


