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1 in 5
15-year-olds in the EU
has poor reading skills

12.8 %
of EU students drop out of school

73 mio.
European adults lack literary skills

19.07.2017

Source: EU High Level Group of Experts on Literacy Final  Report September 2012

The situation in Europe ...
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... indicates the need to bundle forces!

19.07.2017

EU Read - European Network for the promotion of 
Reading
 initiated in 2000, legal entity (a.s.b.l.) since Oct. 2015

 aiming to improve reading and writing skills in Europe for every member of society

 acting as a European partner and player 

 fostering information exchange with organizations in and outside of Europe

 strengthening national and international programmes

 exchanging knowledge to develop reading promotion strategies

 raising awareness on reading and literacy in Europe to create a world of engaged readers

 Our vision: everyone in Europe is literate!
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„“Literacy” and reading -
A broad and true-to-life definition:

The ability to read and write...

 at a level that enables individuals to effectively understand and use written communication 

in all media

 the essential prerequisite for all kinds of learning

 as a life-long need and requirement that enables individuals to live full and meaningful lives

 promoting literacy aims to ensure that reading and writing becomes an essential part of 
everyone’s life. This includes ...

 reading (and writing) skills, as well as

 the joy of reading / reading for pleasure

19.07.2017
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EU High Level Group of Experts on Literacy
2012 Report

EU READ programmes are in line with the recommendations of the EU 
High Level Group of Experts as expressed in their 2012 literacy report:

19.07.2017
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Members of EU Read

 NGOs active in reading promotion, devising and delivering programs and campaigns

 are intrinsically motivated and think beyond their borders

 are self-organizing: EU Read had an (informal) structure long before it became a legal entity

 are keen to learn from each other and to make EU Read a growing policy network

 Are building a network as a (strategic) consequence of member NGOs‘ mission,

and their understanding of reading promotion as a global challenge!

19.07.2017
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Germany

Portugal

Italy

Switzerland 

Austria

Czech Republic

Great Britain

The 
Netherlands

Belgium

Norway

EU Read Participating countries

19.07.2017

Finland

Denmark
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Germany
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Italy
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Finland

Denmark

... reaching more than 
12 million children 
in about 75.000 schools / settings
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EU Read Members
NGOs actively engaged in reading promotion

19.07.2017

Designated
member:
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Getting people in Europe enthusiastic about 
reading – through joint action

 Best practice programmes

to be shared and implemented in every European country
e. g. Bookstart

 Awareness campaigns

to be raised at a European level

e. g. Europe-wide reading aloud events (“Reading aloud – reading together” 2013)

 Building capacity

□ Shaping European programmes in each country

□ Supporting existing organizations

□ Strengthening and initiating programmes

□ Strengthening ties to other networks

19.07.2017
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Getting people in Europe enthusiastic about 
reading – through joint action

 Best practice programmes

to be shared and implemented in every European country
e. g. Bookstart

 Awareness campaigns

to be raised up to a European level

e. g. Europe-wide reading aloud events (“Reading aloud – reading together” 2013)

 Building capacity

□ Shaping European programmes in each country

□ Supporting existing organizations

□ Strengthening and initiating programmes

□ Strengthening ties to other networks
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EU Read Members
initiated the workshop on applied research ...

19.07.2017
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... aiming at

 bringing together experts to discuss examples of best practice

 showing how a single programme which has been successful in one country can be 

transferred to other countries

 exchanging and sharing experiences and success factors

 exchanging experiences in former / current co-operations

 discussing future options to cooperate on a European level

 increasing the network of EU Read

19.07.2017
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The role of research for
reading promotion

Workshop on applied research related to reading promotion

19.07.2017



Language and reading in the 
early years

A research review

Dr Sarah McGeown

University of Edinburgh

Scottish Book Trust has a research relationship with Edinburgh University 



Evidence from neuroimaging studies

During the first year of life, the brain undergoes a profound reorganization that is 
dependent on input (Garcia-Sierra et al 2016), with increased plasticity during this 
time (Kuhl, 2011). Effective interventions/supports should be applied as early as 
possible, when brain networks are most amenable to change (Hutton et al., 2015).

Language input and reading exposure affects brain development 

• Among 3-5 year olds, higher reading exposure was positively correlated with 
neural activation in the left-sided parietal-temporal-occipital association cortex, 
a “hub” region supporting semantic language processing (Hutton et al., 2015). 

• Greater gray matter in the left hemisphere language areas (e.g., Broca’s area) 
was related to the complexity of maternal language in conversations between 
the mothers and their 5-year-old children (Kuhl, 2011)



Early life…. Importance of talking

• Newborns have a preference for speech, and with more language input become 
specifically sensitive to native language speech sounds.

• Motherese (IDS) exaggerates the critical acoustic cues in speech and provides 
perceptually more salient speech sounds than adult-directed speech does (Kuhl et 
al., 1997;Werkeret al.,2007).

• Early measures of speech discrimination, which predict future language and 
literacy, are strongly correlated to experience with ‘‘motherese’’ early in 
development (Liu, Kuhl, & Tsao, 2003).

• Isolated words are a reliable feature of speech input to infants and the frequency of 
isolated words heard by 9-month-old infants predicts later word production at 15 
months (Brent and Siskind, 2001).

• Talking to your child is important: At 9 months, while reading to infants had an 
independent positive effect on problem-solving and communication, and showing 
pictures had a positive effective on communication, frequently talking to the infant 
while doing other things was the strongest predictor of  communication and 
problem-solving scores (Murray et al., 2014).



Early life….Importance of singing

• Infants demonstrate significantly higher levels of sustained attention in response 
to infant-directed (ID) singing than they do in response to other types of parental 
stimulation, such as ID speech (Nakata & Trehub, 2004). 

• ID singing attracts and maintains infant attention, it creates opportunities for 
meaningful interaction and communication with the caregiver (Trainor, 1996). 

• ID singing allows mothers and infants to synchronize their emotional states, 
thereby providing an important social regulatory function (Etoile et al., 2006). 

• Infants pay more attention to a song sung by a parent than one played by a 
musical toy, and parents musical abilities do not matter (Etoile et al., 2006)

• Songs sung by a parent convey social information about its singer. There is a link 
between live song and social engagement in infants (Etoile et al., 2006)



Evidence for the importance of talking, 
singing and reading: The early years
• Infants’ discrimination of two simple vowels at 6mths is significantly correlated with 

language skills at 13, 16 & 24months (Tsao, Liu, & Kuhl, 2004)

• Phonetic learning in the first year of life predicts language skills between 18-30mths and 
language abilities and pre-literacy skills at age 5  (Kuhl, 2011)

• Longitudinal association showing that the lexical and acoustic features of maternal 
utterances in picture book reading with 6- to 12-month-old infants were related to children’s 
language abilities at 5 years of age (Liu 2014).

• The more frequently, and the greater variety of books a parent reads to their child at 10-17 
months, the higher the infant’s vocabulary (expressive and receptive) scores (Richman & 
Colombo, 2007).

• Infants exposed to less intensive levels of book reading between the ages of 21 months and 
34 months were more likely to have a poor receptive vocabulary at 58 months of age 
(Farrant & Zubrick, 2013). 

• Expressive vocabulary of children as young as two years old is predictive of their language 
and reading skills up to Grade 5 (Lee 2011), and the predictive power of vocabulary growth at 
age three extends to children at the age of 13 years (Farkas & Beron 2004). 

• Number of children’s books in the home and frequency of reading to the child predicts 
language scores at age 4 (McKean et al., 2015)



Evidence for the importance of developing language                                
and reading readiness skills: The preschool/school years

• Relationship between preschool children’s vocabulary and their reading ability (Wasik et al., 2016). 

• Letter-sound knowledge, phonological awareness, vocabulary and oral language competence are 
predictors of later reading skills (Carroll et al., 2011; Duff and Clarke 2011; McGeown et al., 2012) 

• Children with strong vocabularies acquire new words more easily than children with weak 
vocabularies (Coyne, Simmons, Kame’enui, & Stoolmiller, 2004; Robbins & Ehri, 1994). Breadth and 
depth of vocabulary are both related to literacy and reading comprehension (Ouellette, 2006; 
Rayner, Foorman, Perfetti, Pesetsky, & Seidenberg, 2001). 

• Children’s emergent literacy skills significantly predict reading test scores in later years (Claessens, 
Duncan & Engel 2009; Evans, Shaw & Bell 2000; Senechal and LeFevre 2002).

• Emergent literacy, language and reading competence in young children have been linked to better 
social skills and emotional adjustment during early childhood (Baker et al., 2012; Farver et al., 2006; 
Foster, Lambert, Abbott-Shim, McCarty, & Franze, 2005)

• Children entering school with limited early literacy skills often fail to catch up to children entering 
with stronger skills (Juel, 1988; National Early Literacy Panel, 2008)



Benefits of books

• Children’s books contain more complex sentence structures than naturalistic spoken input 
(Cameron-Faulkner & Noble, 2013) and introduce children to a broader, more grammatically 
correct vocabulary and range of subject matter than everyday conversation, especially in low-
socioeconomic status (SES) households 

• During parent–child book-reading, parents have more lexically complex utterances, are more 
responsive to child utterances and engage in a higher level of questioning than in other contexts 
(e.g. during dressing, mealtimes, other types of play) (Crain-Thoreson et al., 2001; Dunn, 1997; 
Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; Lewis and Gregory, 1987; Sorsby and Martlew, 1991). 

• Reading to young children is entertaining (Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2001), provides an opportunity for 
closeness and bonding (Audet et al., 2008), helps teach vocabulary (Fletcher & Reeses, 2005; Mol
et al., 2008), print knowledge (Lonigan et al., 2008), and promote later academic abilities (Bus et 
al., 2007; Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta, 2000).

• Relationship between frequency of children’s book experiences and broad measures of language 
development such as literacy or preliteracy skills (see Bus, van IJzendoorn & Pellegrini 2008 for a 
review) or vocabulary size ((e.g. see Fletcher & Reese, 2005, for a review). 



But what type of books?

• Books should have well-constructed, engaging content, conveyed through rich language and visuals.  Seek texts that relate 
to the young child’s developing personal interests, and acquired life experiences.  Need to be age/developmentally 
appropriate. Consciously balance shared reading experiences with a variety of genres and forms of texts, e.g., informational 
texts, narratives, and rhyming or predictable books (Teale et al. 2008b; Temple et al. 2014).

• Books should motivate both children and adults to engage in joint shared book reading experiences, should have attractive 
illustrations, appealing narratives, entertaining situations, or characters with recognizable literary expressions. They need to
be child-centred to help young children interact with the books through humour, adventure, and problem-solving (Harris, 
2008; Saracho, 2012b).

• Narrative books need to (1) have believable characters but should not be stereotyped; (2) be straightforward to help 
preschool children understand the story; and (3) use the characters’ language, conversations, and ideas that reflect the 
situation. 

• Information books need to (1) be accurate and readable; (2) have a simple format with attractive illustrations, and (3) 
present information that represents scientific knowledge. 

• Furthermore, both narrative and information books need to (a) be visually stimulating and aesthetically pleasing to 
motivate children to interact with the books, (b) encourage children to re- read them several times, (c) be of interest to 
both male and female children, (d) be familiar to the children, and (e) reflect their home environment and daily lives. 

• Each genre (narrative and information) requires a distinctive set of knowledge and reading skills for successful 
comprehension. For instance, narrative texts require knowledge of story structure and the readers’ personal experiences to 
support comprehension, whereas comprehension of information texts requires knowledge of the content and structure of 
specific disciplines (Galda, Sipe, Liang & Cullinan, 2014): 



But what type of books?

• A book’s genre can affect the quantity of talk that takes place during storybook sharing; genre differences carry with them 
interactional implications that can affect input (Nyhout & O’Neill, 2013 cf. Leech & Rowe,2014). 

• For instance, evidence that there is more variability in what parents say when reading vocabulary-focused books as 
compared to storybooks (Price, Van Kleeck & Huberty, 2009).

• During shared book reading with 2-year-old toddlers, mothers used longer utterances, talked more, used a greater variety 
of verb tenses, and referred to more mental states in narrative book reading than in labeling book reading (Nyhout & 
O’Neill, 2013).   

• With 3-4 year olds, parents and their children are more likely to read the entire text with narrative texts than information 
texts. However, book sharing with information texts lasts longer in duration and has higher rates of extratextual utterances 
by both parents and children, and their talk contains significantly greater diverse vocabulary (Price et al., 2009). 

• In other studies, mothers talked more and asked more cognitively demanding questions during informational, nonnarrative
picture book reading than during narrative picture book reading with 4-year-old children (Anderson, Anderson, Lynch, & 
Shapiro, 2004; Torr & Clugston, 1999). 

• Some theorists (e.g. Bruner, 1986) maintain that narrative texts are more appropriate for young children, but information 
texts are developmentally appropriate for young children because they promote young children’s interests and curiosity, 
provide them with information about the world, and teach them specific vocabulary based on facts. 

• Several studies (e.g.Duke,2003;Duke&Kays,1998;Pappas,1991,1993,2006) have shown that when young children are 
provided with the opportunity to use information texts, they can effectively interact with them.  However, scarce 
accessibility and use of informational texts with young children(Saracho and Spodek (2010a).



Closing the poverty related attainment gap

• Socio-economic status is as a proxy for other variables more likely to directly affect 
children’s cognitive and academic development, e.g., home learning environment 
(HLE) (Senechal & LeFevre 2002; Taylor, Clayton & Rowley 2004; Mol & Bus 2011).

• Disadvantaged environments impact more heavily on some children than others. 
Children who are genetically predisposed to language and literacy problems are 
more vulnerable to the effects of a disadvantaged home life, especially in early 
childhood (Buckingham et al., 2014).  In addition, environment accounts for larger 
proportions of variance in reading ability in disadvantaged than advantaged 
families (Buckingham et al., 2014).

• Mothers from higher SES are more likely to read to their 8-month-old infants 
(Karrass et al., 2003). LSES mothers engage more in labelling and describing 
pictures in shared book reading than MSES mothers, who use more ‘distancing’ 
talk (Korat et al., 2007). 



Parent goals for reading

• Parent beliefs may play an important role in determining parental behaviour (DeBaryshe
& Binder, 1994) 

• Audet et al., (2008): 294 parents, cross-sectional sample, junior kindergarten through to 
Grade 3.  Parents gave three main goals/reasons for reading with their children.  In order 
of most common:

• To enjoy books (e.g., to make reading a habit, for child to hear a good story, increase 
chance child will read for enjoyment).

• To bond with child (e.g., share quality time with the child, experience physical closeness, 
strengthen relationships)

• To foster reading (e.g., increase knowledge of letters and words, help child learn to read, 
develop child’s vocabulary)

• To stimulate development (e.g., learn new facts and things, discuss ideas and explain 
new concepts, develop ability to see different perspectives).

• To soothe child (e.g., develop predictable bedtime routine, soothe child when upset, 
help child relax)



Additional ways to support word 
learning/vocabulary

Joint attention
• Joint attention is the sharing of attention by two individuals (e.g. Williams et al., 2001). 
• Parent-child reading interactions provide opportunities for joint attention and guided learning 

opportunities that are not as apparent in other parent-child activities such as play or caregiving 
(Lonigan, 2004; Sénéchal, 2006). Indeed, parent-child picture book reading simultaneously 
involves pointing gestures, joint attention and verbal labelling (Durkin, 1995). Thus, parent-child 
book reading provides an excellent opportunity for vocabulary expansion by learning word-object 
mappings in a more structured setting. 

• In the case of parents reading to infants, the parent may draw attention to particular pictures or 
aspects of the story and encourage the infant to share the parents’ focus of attention. In this way 
reading to infants provides an opportunity to regularly and explicitly engage in an activity 
requiring joint attention, more so than some other activities (e.g. block building) (Sugai et al., 
2010).

• Baldwin (1995) argued that this joint attention skill plays a pivotal role in the ‘vocabulary 
explosion’ which also occurs at around 18 to 20 months



Additional ways to support word learning

Repeated reading

• Reading the same story book repeatedly helps preschool children learn 
words and increases both expressive and receptive vocabulary (Sénéchal, 
1997; Horst et al., 2011; McLeod and McDade, 2011; Wilkinson and 
Houston-Price, 2013; Williams et al., 2014), more than introducing a child to 
the same word within different texts.

Sleep consolidation

• Sleep is a powerful aid in memory consolidation (see Diekelmann et al., 
2009, for a review) and even short naps provide beneficial effects of memory 
encoding.   

• Research has shown strong, persistent effects for sleep consolidation on 
preschool children’s word learning (Williams et al., 2014).



Home language/literacy environment                  
(HLE):  Formal and informal

• Informal/passive HLE: Children’s access to literacy materials, literacy-related 
activities such as library and museum visits, shared book reading and 
detailed/frequent conversations with parents

• Formal/active HLE: Parents’ direct teaching of letters-sounds, print, rhyming and 
word games.

• Higher levels of informal/passive early HLE significantly predict higher emergent 
literacy skills in vocabulary and oral language ability, but not phonological 
awareness or word-letter knowledge (e.g., Senechal and LeFevre 2002). Children’s 
phonological awareness and word-letter knowledge are instead predicted by 
higher levels of active/formal early HLE (e.g., Senechal and LeFevre 2002)

• Preschool literacy teaching practices in the home environment are important and 
parents should be encouraged to do more than just read to their children (Hood et 
al., 2008)



HLE: Types of emergent literacy skills

• Whitehurst and Lonigan (1998) proposed an “inside-out” and “outside-in” 
typology of emergent literacy skills 

• Outside-in emerge first.  Include oral language, vocabulary, print knowledge, 
listening comprehension. Sensitive to home cognitive environment and 
parent–child reading has been shown to strongly influence outside-in skills 

• Inside-out, emerge later.  Include word level decoding, phonological 
awareness, letter sound knowledge and emergent writing.  Strongest 
predictors of reading ability.  Inside out influenced by outside-in skills. 

• Informal HLE predicts outside-in skills (e.g., oral language), while formal HLE 
predicts inside out skills (e.g., letter-sound knowledge) (Storch and Whitehurst 
(2001)



HLE: Reading, language and cognitive 
outcomes

• The home literacy environment (opportunities for interactions with books and parent 
teaching) plays a significant role in predicting early literacy development and reading skills in 
kindergarten and school (Bus et al., 1995; Hammer, Farkas, & Maczuga, 2010; Sénéchal, 2006; 
Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Sénéchal, LeFevre, Thomas, & Daley, 1998). 

• Children who have more opportunities to engage in literacy-relevant activities at home have 
more positive views about reading, engage in more leisure reading, and have better reading 
achievement (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001; Yaden, Rowe, & McGillivray, 2000).

• The home learning environment up to the age 4 years continues to influence language growth 
between 4 and 7 years; prioritising interventions during the early years of development 
(McKean et al., 2015).

• Fathers are important! Baker (2013) focused on four aspects of home literacy involvement 
including: shared book reading, telling stories, singing songs, and providing educational 
materials in the home. These specific aspects of home literacy are important predictors of 
children’s early reading and math achievement (Brooks-Gunn & Markham, 2005; Farver, Xu, 
Eppe, & Lonigan, 2006; Lonigan, 2004). Indeed, Baker (2013) found that fathers’ and mothers’ 
home literacy involvement positively contributed to children’s cognitive development 
(reading and math outcomes in preschool) . 



HLE: Social and emotional development

• S-E development: Positive emotions during social interactions, regulate positive and negative emotions 
and form secure relationships with parents, teachers, and peers (Denham, 2006; Raver, 2002).

• Baker (2013): Fathers’ and mothers’ home literacy involvement positively contributed to children’s 
social emotional development (sustained attention and fewer negative behaviours).

• Earlier research also shows that mothers’ home literacy involvement is positively related to children’s 
social emotional development (e.g., Baker et al., 2012; Farver et al., 2006).

• Home literacy involvement is an effective way to socialize children toward better social emotional 
competence, children who experience more guided learning interactions with their parents have more 
opportunities to practice positive social emotional behaviors (e.g., paying attention and controlling 
negative emotions), which is likely to lead to better social outcomes. In addition, during parent-child 
literacy interactions children learn to respond to verbal cues from parents, wait patiently as parents 
explain new concepts, and follow instructions during guided learning interactions.

• Emergent literacy, language and reading competence in young children have been linked to better 
social skills and emotional adjustment during early childhood (Baker et al., 2012; Farver et al., 2006; 
Foster, Lambert, Abbott-Shim, McCarty, & Franze, 2005). Children who are able to use language to 
communicate their feelings may be better able to negotiate social situations.



Shared book reading

• Benefits of shared reading are mostly determined by the quality of interaction between adult and child (Blake et al. 2006; 
Britto et al. 2006; Ortiz et al. 2001). 

• SBR brings together several language and socio-emotional benefits. During a typical SBR session, parents use more 
complex sentences, a greater variety of vocabulary (Fletcher & Reese, 2005), and more sophisticated forms of language 
than during free play (Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991), a modelling task (Sorsby & Martlew, 1991), or mealtime (Munn & Schaffer, 
1993). 

Adults should: 

• Make efforts to make language understandable to the child (e.g., gestures, facial expressions, references to the 
illustrations, explanations of unknown words, substitutions) (Kucikova et al., 2016)

• Encourage output (Swain 2005), or expressive language use and interpretation (often achieved through 
questioning/prompts for children’s talk during shared reading; Blake et al. 2006; Deckner et al. 2006; McArthur et al. 2005; 
Whitehurst et al. 1988). 

• Make connections to children’s real-life experiences (Blake et al. 2006) including discussion of narrative intangibles (e.g., 
characters’ feelings and motivations) (McArthur et al. 2005). 

• Provide repetition, both of texts themselves and of the language as they read, to emphasize new words and structures and 
to enable children to develop deeper understandings of texts and language through multiple encounters over time 
(Fletcher and Jean-Francois 1998; Simcock and DeLoache 2008).  

• Have fun, give the child opportunities to touch the book, praise the child, point to pictures, encourage physical closeness 
and make SBR an enjoyable experience (Kucikova et al., 2016)



Shared book reading: Learning new words

• Mothers very rarely explain new words to their preschool children during storybook 
reading activities (Korat et al., 2016), whereas story content expansion is more 
frequent. The most common manner of addressing the novel words was to reiterate 
the word, followed by provide a synonym. Less frequent was linking the meaning to 
the story or to the child’s experience. As such, strategies naturally employed by parents 
may not be those that would result in the greatest gains in vocabulary.

• Parents were more likely to discuss words if at the end of a page. If writers of children’s 
literature hope to encourage vocabulary development, placing a word late within a 
page’s text would appear to be an easily implemented strategy to facilitate discussion.

• When educators (Biemiller & Boote, 2006; Wasik&Hindman, 2014) and parents 
(Sénéchal, 1997) are instructed on how to read a book, including supporting children’s 
word learning, a clear contribution to language was found. 

• However, the number of new words which should be explained during storybook 
reading should be considered. Several studies have reported that children learn 
approximately 3–4 new words during the course of one week via shared storybook 
reading, regardless of how many new words were introduced (e.g. Brett, Rothlein, & 
Hurley, 1996).



Shared book reading: Learning new words

Coyne, McCoach, and Kapp (2007): compared three levels of 
vocabulary instruction in teaching kindergarten children new 
vocabulary through storybook reading. 

• Incidental exposure (words that children were exposed to in the text 
but that were not discussed) resulted in very little vocabulary 
expansion in the children

• Embedded exposure (words that the teacher defined as they 
appeared during storybook reading) had a positive effect on 
children’s vocabularies.

• Extended instruction (involving direct teaching of the meaning of 
novel vocabulary while also providing children with an opportunity to 
interact with the novel words in several contexts) was the most 
effective teaching method.



Shared book reading: Social and emotional 
development

• Fosters joint attention between parents and children 

• Can be an emotionally satisfying time, as children and parents 
reading a book together often share memories and connections 
between their real experiences and the fictional experiences of story 
characters depicted in the book (Torr, 2007). 

• SBR also provides an unhurried time for parents and children to 
bond, exchange ideas and emotions, with known longitudinal 
associations between infant-parent attachment and parental and 
toddler behaviour during storybook interaction (Frosch, Cox, & 
Goldman, 2001).



Shared book reading: Dialogic reading

• Dialogic reading (Whitehurst et al., 1988): Interactive shared picture-book reading procedure that is used 
to foster young children’s language and literacy.

• Interactions include both immediate and non-immediate talk (requires children to think past the 
information that is in the text - parents encourage children to predict, infer, justify their points of view, 
and relate the story to their personal life experiences).  Non-immediate talk usually requires children to 
use high levels of cognitive thinking such as predictions, inferences, references, and critical thinking (Han 
& Neuharth-Pritchett, 2014). 

• Dialogic reading has been found to facilitate expressive language development (Mol, Bus, de Jong, & 
Smeets, 2008), as well as young children’s receptive language development (e.g. Chow & McBrideChang, 
2003; Vally, Murray, Tomlinson, & Cooper, 2015), knowledge of print concepts (e.g. Sim, Berthelsen, 
Walker, Nicholson, & Fielding-Barnsley, 2014), and narrative skills (Lever & Sénéchal, 2011; Zevenbergen, 
Whitehurst, & Zevenbergen, 2003). Gains in emergent literacy skill from dialogic reading have been 
found to exceed significantly those from typical shared adult–child picture-book reading (e.g. Lonigan, 
Purpura, Wilson, Walker, & Clancy-Menchetti, 2013; Mol et al., 2008).

• However, in a meta-analysis of dialogic reading studies, Mol et al. (2008) examined 16 studies that 
included an experimental condition in which parents were instructed to use specific types of child-
directed speech compared with a control condition. The results described a positive effect for interactive 
reading, but only for families with young children (aged two to three). For older children the benefits of 
dialogic reading were negligible.



Shared book reading: Dialogic reading

PEER sequence (described by Zevenergen et al., 2016)

Refers to ‘Prompt, Evaluate, Expand, and Repeat’. Adults are taught to provide a 

• Prompt to the child (e.g. ‘What is this?’)

• Evaluate the child’s answer (e.g. ‘You are right! It is a sheep’)

• Expand on the child’s utterance (e.g. ‘The sheep has a wooly coat’) and ask the child to

• Repeat the longer utterance (e.g. ‘Now you say it: “The sheep has a wooly coat”’).

CROWD prompts (described by Zevenergen et al., 2016)

Refers to the various types of questions that the adult is encouraged to ask during dialogic reading 

• Completion prompt is: ‘Corduroy was gently placed on top of a ____’. 

• Recall prompts, the adult asks the child to answer a question about something in the story. 

• Open-ended prompts include broad questions, such as ‘What do you see on this page?’ 

• Wh-prompts are ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’, ‘when’, and ‘why’ questions. 

• Distancing prompts - make connections between something in the book and something in his/her life.

Need not (and should not) result in an artificial or regimented approach, should appear as a natural conversation about the text.



Early interventions…. Effectiveness

• Child language interventions should not look for a ‘silver bullet’.  Need to 
acknowledge the effects of multiple, cascading and cumulative risks and seek 
to promote child language development through the aggregation of marginal 
gains (McKean et al., 2015).

• At-risk kindergarten children’s out-of-class use of the rhymes and stories DVD 
significantly increased their receptive vocabulary scores and achieved 
improvement in later reading scores (Evans et al., 2016).

• In a review of parent-mediated reading interventions for children aged 4 year 
and under (Solat et al., 2015), interventions aimed at mediating an increase in 
the amount of time parents spend reading interactively with their children 
yielded positive results (e.g., on receptive vocabulary). The provision of reading 
materials along with support materials and encouragement from pediatricians
has the potential to be an effective intervention.



Early interventions…. Effectiveness

• Zevernergen et al., (2016) examined parents’ experiences in a home-based dialogic reading programme and found 
statistically significant gains in children’s expressive vocabulary from pre-test to post-test for words included in the 
dialogic reading programme books.  However, smaller effects for low-income sample compared to middle-income 
sample (consistent with meta-analysis by Mol et al., 2008). 

• Fewer words acquired in the low income group may be related to parents’ reported challenges in executing the 
dialogic reading programme; difficulty finding time to read to their child.  More extensive training, support and 
discussion of typical challenges prior to programme execution is important. 

• Earlier research has shown that interventions which provide children’s books and instruction that increase the 
frequency and quality of parent-child book reading have a positive effect on the vocabulary development of children 
from families with low levels of income/maternal education (e.g., Taverne & Sheridan, 1995).

• Instructing parents or teachers in adult-child book reading facilitates the language development of children with 
language delays (Crain-Thoreson & Dale, 1999).  Indeed, there are considerable benefits of educating parents on 
proper reading techniques and provides useful models for practitioners responsible with improving childhood literacy 
and school readiness (Huebner, 2000; Phillips et al., 2008; Rudd et al., 2008; Senechal, 2006; Solatet al., 2015).

• The facilitative effects of family literacy programs for disadvantaged children have been found to continue in the years 
following intervention (Phillips, Hayden, & Norris, 2006). 
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Scottish Book Trust: 
Evaluation of the Bookbug 
programme

Workshop on applied research related to reading promotion

19.07.2017



scottishbooktrust.com

Evaluation of Bookbug programme

Research aims

• Families experiences and impact on 

behaviour

• Practitioners’ experiences and 

impact on professional practice

What we did

• National survey (4,387) & interviews 

with parents and carers (42)

• Survey of professionals (627)

• Locality based case studies (55 

professionals, 141 parents / carers)



scottishbooktrust.com

Key messages

Supportive Recognisable 

Respected & 

trustworthy
High Quality Flexible

Simple to use
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Professionals: Why Bookbug?

“It is just a great tool for 

engaging with families, not just on 

reading, but on other issues and 

just getting to know them”

“It is great for getting families to socialise and develop 

supportive networks. It is so much more than telling a 

family to read to their children!”

“the 360 degree benefits that come 
out of … they’re to do with building 
bonds, attachments, happiness and 
shared experiences”



scottishbooktrust.com

Families: Why Bookbug? 

A prompt to share books: “I 

definitely do think that it’s 

made a difference, it’s made 

me make sure I set, you 

know, 10-15 minutes aside 

every day, to do that [reading] 

with him”

Reading earlier: “I would have thought “oh, she’s too 

young”, so it prompted me to think “oh well if they’re 

giving it to me, she can’t be too young…These things 

are good to remind you to do it”



scottishbooktrust.com

Establishing routines: “it has helped 

us make reading part of the routine, it 

is my time for cuddles with my oldest, our 

time together”

Reading for pleasure: “I was never read 

to but the health visitor explained it all to 

me. And I can see how much she loves it 

now. The Bookbug books were the 

best, the ones we keep going back to”

Families: Why Bookbug? 



scottishbooktrust.com

Bookbug communities

“Bookbug has helped us build links with our community 

and key partners. It has helped us develop an     

'identity' in the community” (professional)

“the reading is good, but the best thing 

is for [child] to be with other kids, and 

for me to have something to go to” 

(parent)

“…the Bookbug community, provides 

the base to bring people together” 

(case study, nursery)



scottishbooktrust.com

• Build on good practice

• Diminishing resources and 
financial pressures affect council’s 
ability to deliver at local level

• Specific areas:

– Timing of Baby Bag gifting

– Consistency in gifting practices 

– Awareness of gifting advice

– Capacity for outreach & joint 
working 

– Meeting training needs

Recommendations



scottishbooktrust.com

First steps already underway…

#sharingbookbug

• Expanding outreach

• Sharing best practice

• Song and rhyme library

• Focus on gifting messages
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Stichting Lezen
(Netherlands): Monitoring 
the art of reading

Workshop on applied research related to reading promotion
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Monitoring The Art of Reading

Adriaan Langendonk



The Netherlands / public libraries 

➡17.115.000 inhabitants 

➡390 municipalities

➡153 local library organizations 

➡12 provinces with 9 Provincial 

supporting Library institutes 

➡1 National Library (Koninklijke 

Bibliotheek) and 1 Library 

Association (VOB)

➡3.8 million Library members 

(61% youth)



The Art of Reading 

» Structural National Reading 

Promotion Programme aimed at 

improving the language level of 

children through reading (and 

reading aloud).



Three programme lines Art of Reading

» BookStart for babies/BookStart in 

daycare

» De Bibliotheek op school 

(The Library at School)

» Literacy & Reading Networks 



Pillars Kunst van Lezen: LEES (READ)

»Leesomgeving (reading 

environment)

»Expertise 

»Evidentie (evidence) 

»Samenwerking (collaboration) 



Evidenced based research important 

» University of Leiden has carried out 

positive academic research into the 

effects of BoekStart and the Library 

at school.

» Follow-up academic research will be 

carried out in the next three years. 

» The Expertise Centres of Stichting 

Lezen and KB are working together. 



Monitoring on a local level important 
• digital monitor for local use

• collects data on pupils, teachers, schools and school 
libraries 

• owned by the library sector, the monitor gives 
libraries a strong position in their local and regional 
networks

• an instrument for practice, policy and research

• public library staff is using the monitor to optimise 
collaboration with schools





Three monitors

Following the ongoing reading line 

there are three monitors:

• preschool agencies

• primary schools (focus in this presentation)

• secondary schools



Primary education Monitor

Participants in the 2016-2017 monitor:

• 1,600 primary schools (23% of all primary 
schools)

• 142,500 primary school pupils

• 15,000 primary school teachers

• 1,450 reading consultants (library staff)



Pupils
the monitor collects information on the following 

topics:

• reading motivation

• reading frequency

• visits to public and school libraries

• home reading culture

• perception of school library

• information skills



Teachers 
the monitor collects information on the following 

topics:

• reading promotion behaviour in the classroom

• information skills

• information teaching skills

• perception of the school library



Library Staff (Reading consultants)
the monitor collects information on the following 

topics:

• the school library (e.g., collection, opening hours, 
staffing)

• school reading promotion policy (including 
curriculum time for silent reading)

• school media education policy

• pupils’ book borrowing rates (school library and 
public library)

• library services offered to schools



Data output level   
Data in the monitor can be viewed at six levels:

• 1. national level

• 2. provincial level

• 3. municipal level

• 4. library region level 

(does not always coincide with municipal borders)

• 5. school level

• 6. classroom level (also by gender)
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Stiftung Lesen (Germany):
Research to inspire and
support the programmes

Workshop on applied research related to reading promotion
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The current state of reading behaviour
in Germany

every 4th 5-year old child 
lacks language skills

source:  Bildungsbericht 2014

50,000
pupils leave school without 
graduating

source: Bildungsbericht 2016

source: Vorlesestudie 
der Stiftung Lesen 2014

31%150,000/yr.

15 bi l l ion

of 15-year olds 
struggle with 
reading and 
writing

source: PISA-Studie 
2012

14.5%

of adults aged 16 
to 65 years are
only able to
understand very
simple texts

source:  PIAAC-Studie 
2013

17.5%

> 7.5

million

adults are 
functional 
illiterates

source: leo. Level One-Studie  2011

of parents 
with children 
from 3 to 8 
years do not 
or only rarely 
read aloud to 
their children

young people start their working 
lives without having graduated

source: Bildungsbericht 2016

Euro consequential charges arise 
within the next 10 years

source: Bertelsmann-Stiftung 2012

19.07.2017
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According to PIRLS 2011, 
among pupils in 4th

grades ...

Among pupils in 9th

grades ...
(IQB-Bildungstrend 2015)

According to PISA 2015, 
among 15 year old 
adolescents in 
Germany ...

In the German speaking
population aged 18-64, 
there can be identified ...
(leo. Level-One-Study 2011)

7.5 million = 14.5 %
(functional) illiterates 

(15.5% of adults in all OECD member states involved in PISA)

16.2 % only have low reading skills

23 % do not achieve the minimum 
requirements in reading 

15 % have low reading skills

Lack of reading competencies –
„renewable“ problem

H
igh

er risk to
 b

eco
m

e (fu
n

ctio
n

al) illiterates as ad
u

lts

19.07.2017
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Preventive approach aiming at 
reading motivation

Developing reading skills

by

Spreading the joy of reading

19.07.2017
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My daddy 
reads to me

Voluntary ReadersReading ScoutsReading ClubsBookstart 

Strategy:
Releasing pulses to encourage reading (aloud)

350
Reading Clubs

4,900
Reading Scouts

150,000 
voluntary readers
10,000 reading-
out initiatives

0-6 years                           6-12 years                       10-16 years                       young parents   every age!

4.8 million 
Bookstart sets 

3 million  
employees,

1,400 companies

19.07.2017

+ networks of teachers, volunteers ...
+ awareness campaigns (World Book Day, Reading Aloud Day)
+ ...
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My daddy 
reads to me

Voluntary ReadersReading ScoutsReading ClubsBookstart 

Strategy:
Releasing pulses to encourage reading (aloud)

350
Reading Clubs

4,900
Reading Scouts

150,000 
voluntary readers
10,000 reading-
out initiatives

0-6 years                           6-12 years                       10-16 years                       young parents   every age!

4.8 million 
Bookstart sets 

3 million  
employees,

1,400 companies

19.07.2017

+ networks of teachers, volunteers ...
+ awareness campaigns (World Book Day, Reading Aloud Day)
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Institute for Research on Reading and Media

• Aim: Substantiating all activities in reading promotion by research evidence

• Approach: Guiding the foundation’s projects with the latest scientific results

• Scope:
- Research monitoring (studies on education, reading/media, health, poverty ...)
- Empirical studies on basic questions
- Evaluation studies
- Expert workshops and conferences
- Publications and presentations to experts, target groups and the public
- Expertise available for journalists, partners of the foundation, students ...

• Interdisciplinary Team:
- 3 permanent researchers + 4 student trainees from
- Communication science / social science
- Psychology
- Educational science
- Political science
- Book studies

19.07.2017
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Institute for Research on Reading and Media
Studies

• Empirical studies
- mostly quantitative, based on (representative) surveys, 
- sometimes including (quasi-) experimental designs
- sometimes qualitative, based on focus groups, in-depth-interviews

• Focus on
- situation of reading and reading aloud 
- in families and among children and adolescents
- risk and success factors

• Basic research e. g. on
- reading aloud → annual studies since 2007
- concepts of reading and reading habits → Trend studies 1992, 2000, 2008, ...
- chances to reach young functional illiterates → R&D approach REACH 

• Evaluation of programs, e. g.
- Reading Clubs (Germany vs. Israel)
- Periodicals in schools
- Books in Happy Meal (cooperation with McDonald’s)

19.07.2017
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Source: German Reading Foundation │ 2016 Reading Aloud Study

The Stiftung Lesen (Reading Foundation), the weekly newspaper DIE ZEIT, and 
the Deutsche Bahn Stiftung (Deutsche Bahn Foundation) have been 
investigating ...

... the practice of reading aloud in Germany 

... and its importance for the development of children

 since 2007, 

 annually,

 empirically,

 cumulatively, and 

 from different perspectives.

19.07.2017

Stiftung Lesen

Reading aloud studies



Workshop on applied research related to reading promotion | Madrid 2017

Source: German Reading Foundation │ 2016 Reading Aloud Study

19.07.2017

Stiftung Lesen

Reading aloud studies:
focusing all facets of reading aloud

Influencing factors:

 Education
 Migration
 Socialisation

Significance for:
 Joy of reading
 Reading behavior
 School performance
 Bonding ability
 Social competence
 Personality

Potential:

 Digital media
 Addressing fathers

Reading aloud:

 Habits
 Situation
 Implications

Children’s 
perspectives:

 Perception
 Needs
 Wishes

Children’s 
perspectives:

 Perception
 Needs
 Wishes
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Reading aloud studies:
Topics 2007-2017

19.07.2017

2007 – Reading aloud habits in families  Urgent need to motivate parents

2008 – Perception of children  Only few fathers are reading aloud

2009 – Why do fathers refuse?  New programme („Daddy reads to me“)

2010 – Reading aloud habits of families  Education is more important as predictor
with a migration background than migration

2011 – Significance of reading aloud  Sustainable impact on reading motivation, 
for the development of children success in school and range of interest.

2012 – Reading aloud on digital devices  High potential for low educated and fathers

2013 – Reading aloud habits in families  Slightly improved compared to 2007
low educated, fathers)

2014 – Significance for bonding  Reading aloud strengthens family ties

2015 – Significance for personality/  Reading aloud strengthens empathy, sense of
social compentencies justice, sense of responsibility

2016 – Needs and wishes of children  Children have a right to be read to

2017 – Reading aloud to toddlers (< 3)  Coming soon ...
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 REaching young adults with low ACHievement in literacy

 Research & development approach combining
- (secondary) data analysis
- (qualitative) research
- pilot projects
- evaluation

 Funded by the

 in the context of the National Decade for Alphabetisation (2016-2026)

19.07.2017

REACH
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Every third individual on 
level 3 is a young adult

Different levels of reading
competence among 
functional illiterates

In the German speaking
population aged 18-64, 
there can be identified ...

7.5 million = 14.5 %
(functional) illiterates

5.2 million able to read single
sentences but not continuous texts
(even if short and simple) = Level 3

1.8 million
aged 18-35

3.4 million
aged > 35

2.3 million not able to read more
than single words (letter by letter)

= Levels 1 and 2

Representative study on reading and writing skills in Germany: „leo. Level-One“ 
based on 7.035 interviews conducted in 2010

19.07.2017

The challenge: lack of reading skills in Germany
5.2 million functional illiterates with high 
potential to improve!

→ Immediate benefit for professional and private life
→ Sustainability during whole life span
→ Cross-generational effects: benefit for their children
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How can young adults with low achievement in literacy be motivated to
improve their reading and writing skills?

→ R & D project R E A C H 
to identify ...

19.07.2017

The research question

Young adults
with low

achievement
in literacy

(Key) 
persons

and places

Areas of
interest, 
topics, 

activities

Media, 
channels,
formats

... to get in contact with the target group

... to effectively address the target group ... to attract the target group
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Learning as much as possible about the target group of young struggling readers!

19.07.2017

The research strategy

We already know
that ...

... they are young

... they have low
reading skills

But what makes the difference between young
struggling readers and young adults with better
reading skills?

Living conditions and habits

Media habits and preferences

Communication channels and intensity of communication

Consumption behavior

Areas of interest and leisure time activities

Health status and behavior

... ??? ...
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The research process based on available data

Leo. - Level-One
PIAAC | 

Reading Components

Identification and characterization of struggling readers aged 16-35 

(in comparison with young adults having better reading skills)

Step 1:
National Educational 

Panel Study (NEPS)

Step 1 is based on representative studies using indicators to measure reading skills.

Leo. – Level-One → Alpha Level 3
PIAAC → Competence Level 1
NEPS → Indicator based modeling of a competence scale to

identify struggling readers similar to alpha level 3 (Leo). 
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Leo. - Level-One
PIAAC | 

Reading Components

Using SES and specific characteristics found in step 1 to identify the

target group in order to analyze data without competence indicators …

Socio-Economic

Panel (SOEP)

Health

Monitoring

Media use

Communication

Consumer 

Behavior

Leisure activities

Areas of interest

Labour Market 

related data

Political values

and attitudes

Step 2:

National Educational 

Panel Study (NEPS)
Step 1:

The research process based on available data

Identification and characterization of struggling readers aged 16-35 

(in comparison with young adults having better reading skills)

... / ...
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 3 pilots following the most promising research results

 Evaluation of the pilots

 Recommendations

 ...

19.07.2017

REACH – Research process followed by ...
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Thank you!

Natasha Armstrong | Book Trust (UK) | natasha.armstrong@booktrust.org.uk

Simone C. Ehmig | Stiftung Lesen (D) | simone.ehmig@stiftunglesen.de

Marc Lambert | Scottish Booktrust | marc.lambert@scottishbooktrust.com

Adriaan Langendonk | Stichting Lezen (NL) | alangendonk@lezen.nl

19.07.2017
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