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needle and made himself a little button. Oh, 
how the tailor loved his little button! He se-
wed in on his new coat and wore his button 
everywhere! He wore it in town. He wore 
it on trips to the countryside. He wore it in 
winter and in spring.  But after many years, 
the tailor looked down and realized that he 
had lost his little button. At first, the tailor 
felt sad – until he realized that he had just 
enough material left over to make ... this 
story! And he gave this story to someone he 
knew. And that person gave it to someone 
else, and now I have given it to you.

Can you imagine the pictures in this story? 
Can you imagine the motion in it? Can you 
imagine the feelings of the tailor? Can you 
feel the message, without explanation? Can 
you find variations of the story so you can 
tell your own version to children? 

Now – just do it!

Links (in German)

Stories in Motion: 
http://www.opus-bayern.de/bib-info/volltex-
te/2011/975/

Stories about Nature: 
http://www.opus-bayern.de/bib-info/front-
door.php?source_opus=525

Storytelling with Kamishibai:  
http://www.opus-bayern.de/bib-info/volltex-
te/2012/1168/
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and Stuttgart and cultural science in Hagen, Germany. She has  
also acquired special qualifications in rhythmics and literacy in the 
context of social and educational work for children. She has led  
various departments and public libraries in Cuxhaven and West-
overledingen  and been a member of different commissions and 
project groups dedicated to the topics of children's libraries and 
literacy. She has been a lecturer at the Büchereizentrale Schleswig-
Holstein in Flensburg since 2011. She is also author of numerous 
books and publications on reading and storytelling. 
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The role of the library in Early Literacy 
Education (ELE) is a broad topic, and this 
article mainly focuses on how libraries in 
China help promote ELE through reading 
programs, specifically taking Shenzhen 
Children’s Library (SCL) as an example.

This article is divided into three parts. It 
starts with a general overview on ELE in 
China, then discusses the importance of 
children’s libraries for ELE in China. Finally, 
by observing early reading programs at 
SCL, it examines how a children’s library 
can promote early literacy through reading 
programs.

1. Early Literacy in China
There are tens of millions of children under 
the age of six in China. According to stati-
stics from the Ministry of Education, there 
are more than 29 million children enrolled 
in kindergarten, aged three to six years old. 
Children under three are not included. It is 
therefore not difficult to image how large 
the population of children from birth to six 
in China is.

Education, including ELE, has always been 
seen as very valuable in China, even in anci-

ent times. It is a tradition. But the concept 
of “early reading” and “early literacy” was 
different then from how we understand 
it nowadays. Early reading was somewhat 
misunderstood until recent decades.

1.1. Early Literacy Equals Acquisition 
of Chinese Characters
In ancient times there were private schools 
for children aged from three or four years 
old to ten years or older. The traditional  
 “early reading” activities were usually lear-
ning Chinese characters and reciting ancient 
Chinese classic works. Young children who 
were able to recite numerous ancient Chi-
nese classic works were considered talents. 
With such a tradition, early literacy simply 
meant the acquisition of Chinese characters, 
and the traditional understanding of ELE 
was equivalent to teaching literacy, espe-
cially teaching how to read and write Chi-
nese characters. Today there are still many 
parents and kindergartens focusing on the 
number of Chinese characters children learn, 
while they often ignore children‘s interest 
in reading and the development of other as-
pects of early literacy. For example, it is not 
surprising to find children being asked to 
recognize cards of Chinese characters or reci-
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can greatly help to expand the scope of 
“reading” and reading-related activities. 
For instance, the Smart Baby Handicraft 
Program of the “Bud-Caring” Project and 
the Nursery Rhyme Festival are not reading 
activities, but are about reading. And, more 
importantly, they increase interest in reading 
and literacy. In addition, a reading program 
should start by stimulating an interest in 
reading and promoting early literacy step by 
step. Stimulating interest is a starting point; 
activities should also make readers feel good 
and encourage them in order to make sure 
they continue reading. Step 2 is to “read” in 
all dimensions and give the experience and 
knowledge of literacy to readers. Step 3 is 
to interact with readers after “reading” in 
various ways, in order to get feedback about 
the program and reinforce readers’ interest 
in and comprehension of what they have 
just experienced. More details about these 
three steps of early reading programs can be 
found in Figure 6.

Next, all of the community’s resources should 
be integrated and new media and multime-
dia should be utilized (Figure 7). Although 
large public children’s libraries like SCL are 
fully funded by the government in China, 
the funds are always limited, especially 

when numerous reading programs for diffe-
rent ages have been launched. It is therefore 
important to get other participants involved 
such as kindergartens, schools, community 
groups, businesses, NGOs, etc. It is important 
not only for fundraising and gaining access 
to other resources such as volunteers and 
books, but it also helps others understand 
the library and helps develop more readers. 
For instance, the storytellers of the Storytel-
ling Happy Hour of the Happy Reading 365 
Project are all volunteers who are parents, 
teachers, etc. Similarly, SCL’s “Ivy” Informa-
tion Resource Co-Development and Sharing 
Project is a program for school libraries and 
communities to share information and re-
sources with SCL. If a kindergarten or school 
takes part in this project, then its students 
can borrow books from SCL but return them 
to their school and vice versa. Geographically 
it expands the scope of library services. The 
utilization of new media and multimedia is 
another good way to expand the scope of li-
brary services to every community and family 
in the city. For example, SCL has launched 
the e-Reading Station Electronic Resource 
Platform. It is a touch-screen computer with 
access to all the electronic resources SCL 
has, so schools and communities that have 

installed it can read all these resources easily. 
And the use of a microblog and website to 
interact with readers also helps promote the 
Happy Reading 365 Project.

To conclude, SCL’s experiences in early 
reading promotion show the importance 
of stimulating an interest in reading and 
conducting early reading programs systema-
tically while using all available resources and 
media.

References (in Chinese)

Ding Wenwei. 2011. Reading status of Chi-
nese children and a strategy for promoting 
children’s reading in public libraries. Library 
& Information 2011:2.

Li Xuefeng. 2007. A preliminary study of 
children’s early education. Contemporary 
Library 90.

Links (in Chinese)

National Reading Survey
http://www.chuban.cc/ztjj/yddc/

2010 Statistical Bulletin of the National 
Education Development  http://www.moe.
edu.cn/publicfiles/business/htmlfiles/moe/
moe_633/201203/132634.html

Fig. 6 – SCL’s Three Steps to Early Reading Programs

Fig. 7 – Integration of Social Resources
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Early Literacy in the Public Libraries of South Tyrol

Introduction
The importance of reading from a very early 
age has been researched and documented 
by the American brain researcher Maryanne 
Wolf from Tufts University. She specializes 
in research on the reading brain and in her 
book Proust and the Squid: The Story and 
Science of the Reading Brain1 she points 
out that human beings were never born to 
read. She maintains that the human brain is 
programmed to learn to speak, but not to 
read. “Reading is a human invention that 
reflects how the brain rearranges itself to 
learn something new,” she claims. Learning 
to read is a challenging process that children 
have to go through; this challenge should 
not be underestimated. Apart from what 
teachers and professionals at preschools can 
provide to assist children, the promotion of 
reading should also play an important role 
in family life and be an institutional part of 
the program at all public libraries.

Geographical Oddities
South Tyrol is one of the most northern pro-
vinces of Italy; it borders Austria and Switzer-
land and has a population of about 500,000 
people. South Tyrol used to be part of the 
Tyrol (in Austria) but was allotted to Italy 
after World War I. Most people are bilingual 
German/Italian and there is a small linguistic 

minority group in the Dolomites that speaks 
Ladin, an old Romance language. Linguisti-
cally, 70% of the population in South Tyrol 
have German as their native language, 26% 
have Italian and 4% speak Ladin. The im-
portance of language as part of culture and, 
thus, as a means to defend a minority’s inte-
rests has always been an important feature 
in local cultural politics. The public libraries 
have therefore played an important role in 
cultural life ever since South Tyrol became 
part of Italy.

Public Libraries as a Place 
of Early Literacy Education
The public libraries in South Tyrol are com-
petent partners for schools and offer leisure 
and cultural activities in urban and rural 
areas. In order to offer and to maintain a 
certain level of quality, the libraries (public 
and school libraries) are assisted by the team 
of experts at the Center for Libraries and 
Reading, run by the Department of Culture 
of the Provincial Government in Bozen/
Bolzano. The center provides the libraries 
with expertise in the promotion of reading, 
offers assistance, designs large-scale projects 
and organizes training courses.

In what way can librarians and professionals 
help small children to discover their love 
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of books and – as Wolf puts it – help the 
children’s brains adapt to the challenge of 
learning to read at a very early stage?

To give more profound assistance to those 
families who need it the most so they can 
develop a love of stories and books, in 2007 
the Provincial Government of South Tyrol 
decided to implement a Bookstart program, 
which has been running ever since. A group 
of experts was nominated and started desig-
ning the program with a German and an Ita-
lian version of the two Bookstart book packs, 
including the most important information 
in Ladin. The project is of a manageable size. 
Per year there are about 5,200 newborn ba-
bies. With the help of pediatricians, materni-
ty units in hospitals and child-care centers it 
has been possible to provide 22,500 families 
in South Tyrol with two Bookstart packs for 
each newborn baby in the last five years.

The Bookstart program in more detail: The 
first book pack is handed over to the families 
when the baby is six months old. The fami-
lies apply for the first pack and receive it via 
mail; they can choose whether they want to 
receive the book pack in Italian or in Ger-
man. The public libraries join the program 
by handing out the second book pack when 
the baby is 18 months old. This is a very 
good chance for the libraries to get in touch 
with the families and to invite families who 
would not usually visit the library to join 
them. Over the years this has led to an incre-
ase in the number of library visitors. It has 
also led to a more diversified book inventory 
for very young readers.

The aim of the Center for Libraries and Rea-
ding was and still is to raise public awareness 
of early literacy, which is done by informing 
people by way of training courses, oral pre-

sentations by experts, information in the me-
dia, etc. It was clear from the beginning that 
this program needed lobbying. Therefore 
the centre has organized training courses for 
librarians to make them acquainted with the 
importance of early literacy and has taught 
them how to deal with small children in the 
library. At the beginning of the program the 
libraries were provided with a basic stock of 
picture books for children up to the age of 
three years. Courses and meetings have been 
offered from the start for parents who are 
keen on using the materials contained in the 
Bookstart packs and other recommended 
books in a more creative way.

Positive Survey Results
In the meantime toddlers and their parents 
have become regular customers at the 
libraries all over South Tyrol. Many libraries 
offer specially equipped areas to make small 
children and their parents feel at ease. These 
include cozy corners with cuddly toys or 
simply the chance to pop in and have a quiet 
moment by sharing a book with the baby.

Two years after the implementation of the 
Bookstart program, in 2009, the Bookstart 
team wanted to find out whether its efforts 
had been successful and therefore sent out a 
questionnaire to the first 2,000 families who 
had joined the initiative. The response rate 
was very high, 63%, and the outcome very 
positive. One of the questions was “Does 
your son/daughter show you of his or her 
own initiative that she or he wants to share 
a book with you?” Overall, 98% said yes. By 
then the children were one and a half to 
two years old.

Questions on parents’ attitude towards 
books in general were part of the questi-
onnaire. For example, 32% of the parents 
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BEBETECA LEE ANTONIA: EARLY Childhood and Literacy Experiences in Mexico

Introduction
 “For centuries, libraries have been 
characterized as places of wisdom,  
meeting points for those who seek 
knowledge and institutions to open the 
doors to the world of art, culture and 
science. Today, they are far more than 
that. They offer classic literature next 
to entertainment media. They organize 
reading events with popular authors, 
theme nights and media activities for 
all age groups. Libraries can function 
as a key to interest children in books 
or reading in general. All around the 
world, libraries play a major role in Early 
Literacy Education. In many countries, 
they represent the only possible place 
for children to get in touch with books or 
magazines.” (Stiftung Lesen 2013, 68). In 
Mexico, libraries and bebetecas – libraries 
for babies – function poorly and scarcely. 
Our Bebeteca Lee Antonia recently turned 
5 and our experience with it has made 
evident the importance of providing 
adequate spaces for reading during early 
childhood. In Mexico, the challenge is as 
big as the size of the country’s territory, 
but even more so given the complexity of 
its culture and the history behind it. 

Ideal Conditions in a Reading 
Environment for Early Childhood: 
Spaces and Mediators
There is sufficient evidence, both from litera-
ture and from the experiences documented 
at Bebeteca Lee Antonia, that the pre-
sence of protective, stimulating and caring 
environments mean as much for children’s 
development as the nutrients in their food. 
Children construct their identity – their per-
sonal, social and cultural reality – from the 
interaction and sharing of meanings with 
the people around them and their emotional 
ties. Attachments and relationships are the 
emotional bonds that children establish with 
their parents and other key caregivers; these 
ties are crucial to the welfare of children 
and their social and emotional development 
(Ramirez 2009, 66). We are convinced that by 
promoting reading in early childhood we are 
sure to attract all other members of society.

We see the bebetecas as necessary, socially 
constructed spaces providing a cultural pos-
sibility for children and their families: ludic, 
diverting reading environments that offer a  
 “playful texture.”
We speak about a playful texture as a sort of 
atmosphere that supports and particularizes 
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all activities undertaken with children, gi-
ving them a characteristic image in different 
contexts and times. Perhaps because of this, 
when entering these spaces, they already 

“speak” of games, even when no children 
are present. As a theoretical category, play-
ful texture is the result of a series of decisi-
ons, not always obvious to the teacher, that 
draw from each of the components of the 
situation (environment, materials, relation-
ships, rules and regulations, content, etc.). 
In child-care spaces, the special provision 
associated with these materials and objects 
and the way in which interpersonal rela-
tionships are established and games are 
offered all make up this texture, which acts 
as a substructure in which proposals ensue 
(Sarlé and Vicenc 2009, 95).

In our bebetecas, four material resources 
are necessary for the construction of a 
stimulating environment that nurtures 
reading:
1.	 A collection of quality books consisting 
	 of at least 100 books covering different 	
	 topics, categories and authors
2.	Book Baskets, or containers used to  
	 transport and present books within 
	 the space
3.	Non-slip mats to carpet the area where 	
	 the Book Baskets are located
4.	Cushions to sit, lie and relax while 
	 reading with young people

When thinking about reading in specific 
environments with babies and children, we 
ought to consider that the space should 
provide them with the opportunity to en-
counter many different good books. Babies 
and children should not only be able to 
explore the various materials out there to 
read, but to observe other people reading 
these materials, thus learning by watching 
what other people do with books. “What 

determines the quality of the exploration 
activities is the wealth of opportunities 
made possible by the diversity of materials, 
opportunities to find other resources and 
access to representation of lived experience” 
(Sarlé and Vicenc 2009, 94). 

Experience has also shown that the explo-
ratory activities proposed by adults are 
not always the better or most helpful ones. 
During the past five years, by observing 
children and their families growing as 
readers at Bebeteca Lee Antonia, we have 
come to understand that this observatio-
nal and exploratory activity performed by 
children on objects progressively makes 
them more efficient in interacting with the 
environment, providing a verification of the 
various settings in which they must make 
an effort to adapt to the setting and modify 
it creatively. Participating in this type of 
interaction impels them to inquire about 
the laws that govern the world. This is how, 
from a few months, most of their actions 
and exchanges are formed: by the desire 
to know and understand (Sarlé and Arnaiz 
2009, 94).

In a reading environment such as Mexico’s, 
one that lacks a tradition but where people 
want to learn, the person that reads to 
others must certainly have personal ta-
lent, but, above all, they must respect the 
children’s reactions, so they can be guided 
by the youngsters’ interests and appetites 
without ever endangering them. Thus, the 
children are their guides: both spectators 
and actors (Bonnafé 2008, 70).

The job of reading mediator does not requi-
re offering interpretations, reading exer-
cises or questions to the listener, it simply 
means reading and, from there, possibilities 
will grow out of the encounters with books.
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Bringing the Libraries to the Children

An Early Start
Danish children start learning to read later 
than children in many other countries 
around the world. In the Nordic countries, 
children start school when they are six years 
old and for many years there has been a 
paradigm in the Danish welfare system that 
learning is the sole responsibility of the 
classroom. However, research shows that 
there is a great potential in introducing the 
written language earlier – not necessarily 
in an educational way, but rather through 
games (e.g. letter games).

Today‘s children have many options for 
different leisure activities. Subsequently, 
libraries must reach out to kids and meet 
them in their everyday lives. Libraries have 
a unique role in terms of providing informal 
settings for learning. However, to ensure 
that all children are exposed to libraries, it is 
important that all children have the option 
of gaining access to them. The majority of 
the non-users of libraries are those with 
little education and a low income. Libraries 
can play an important role in breaking this 
negative social inheritance. The question is 
how? 

Bogstart – The Danish Bookstart 
Program (0 to 3 years) 
Children who have had experience with 
books before starting formal education 
have been shown to develop literacy and 
language easier than those who haven’t. 
The gap is thus created way before children 
start school. This has obvious implications for 
children’s literacy development and under-
lines the importance of an early start. 

Inspired by the British Bookstart program, a 
similar program was introduced in Denmark 
in 2008. Instead of cooperating with the 
healthcare sector as in many other countries, 
partnerships were formed between librari-
es and kindergartens. The purpose of the 
program is to give the youngest children in 
disadvantaged areas a solid beginning with 
books and reading. Librarians in disadvan-
taged areas visit families in their homes 
when the baby is six months old and again 
when it is one year old to introduce langua-
ge-development strategies and good quality 
children’s books to the families. The book 
packages contain leporellos (folded-paper 
books), songbooks, rhymes, picture books 
and fairytales. The families can collect the 
third package at the library when the child is 
one and a half, and the fourth is given out in 
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the kindergarten when the child turns three. 
Alongside the home visits, the library hosts 
a range of language development activities, 
which take place in the library. 

The most important message is that everybo-
dy can stimulate and motivate young child-
ren to develop their language, it doesn’t 
take a professional.  The crucial thing is that 
the children are willing and ready to experi-
ence the books, touch them, chew them and 
examine them. It is the being together and 
having a good time that gives infant litera-
ture its strength and opens up an opportuni-
ty to use the language, to describe things in 
words and to make noises.

The librarians’ knowledge about books and 
reading strategies strengthens the presen-
tation of the books and creates a stronger 
bond between the libraries and the families. 
The library is a good place to start becoming 
involved in the local community and, by star-
ting early, the chances are much greater that 
children will have access to knowledge and 
books later in life. Research carried out in 
2011 showed that 58% of families changed 
their reading habits after being part of the 
Danish Bookstart program.

The Center for Child Language at the Univer-
sity of Southern Denmark is now conducting 
a study and expects to publish results in 2016 
on the impact of the program on children’s 
language development.   

Kindergarten Libraries (3 to 6 years)
Another example of libraries reaching out to 
families with young children is the Kinder-
garten Libraries project. In Denmark, 97% of 
all children are enrolled in a kindergarten, 
so the majority of all families with young 
children can be reached through this institu-

tion, making it an obvious starting point for 
a national reading program. The kindergar-
ten can act as an informal setting where kids 
can familiarize themselves with books and 
written language.

The main purpose of kindergarten libraries 
is to give children access to daily experien-
ces with books, and to encourage parents’ 
interest in reading aloud. The kindergarten 
libraries contribute to providing democra-
tic access to books and other materials, as 
they provide all children with equal access 
to books and reading. A national survey 
shows that people living in remote areas use 
libraries less often than those in the cities, so 
Kindergarten Libraries can compensate for 
the geographical and time-factor barriers 
that prevent people from visiting the library. 

Stimulating Children’s Literacy
The Kindergarten Library project ran for 
three years in Denmark. Evaluation of the 
program shows that the project has fortified 
the kindergartens’ interest in using books 
and reading aloud every day and in their 
work of stimulating children’s language de-
velopment. Additionally, kindergartens have 
sharpened their focus on informal activities 
relating to written language.

The project gives preschool children experi-
ence with books that support their language 
skills, their personal development and their 
interest in learning to read. And more in-
terestingly, 60% of the kindergartens claim 
that children use the material found in the 
books in their games and dialogues.  

In both programs, dialogical reading and 
reading out loud produce good results 
and give the children and adults a shared 
foundation of stories. Some Kindergarten 
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Libraries offered books for parents as well, 
as an addendum. The obvious purpose was 
to support the parents in their reading, but 
indirectly the children gained from it as well, 
since the literature for adults fortified the 
adults’ interest in the project and encoura-
ged them to become role models for their 
children.  

How Can We Continuously 
Support ELE?  
Cooperation across sectors is crucial to en-
sure greater literacy among children. Both 
kindergartens and libraries have gained 
from the cooperation in the two projects, 
which have made it easier for them to work 
together towards a shared goal. In addition, 
there is a demand for an early, joint effort. 
The library can, for example, provide the 
parents with tools and inspiration to read 
to their children. To make sure that time 
and geography do not become a barrier to 
literacy, easy access for all must be created. 

The two cases presented here focus only 
on printed books. To continuously create 
good reading projects, digital technology 
must play a bigger role in future reading 
programs. 

Regarding the Danish Bookstart program, 
it would be advantageous to expand the 
program to all families with young children 
in Denmark, as all children could then gain 
from it.

Just as throwing a ball to a child is a na-
tural way of developing the child’s motor 
skills, early literacy programs can become a 
natural way of developing a child‘s langua-
ge skills. Literacy must become a natural 
activity in the relationship between child-
ren and the adults in their lives. The infant 
might not catch the ball, but throwing it is 
an excellent and effective way of practicing. 
Talking and reading to children can have a 
similar effect.

 

Maja Vestbirk is a consultant in the Danish Agency for Culture and 
a project manager for the Danish language development program 
Bogstart. Her main focus areas are child culture and children‘s 
culture, early literacy, boys and reading, and children‘s libraries. 
She is also involved in reading projects such as Børnehavebiblio-
teker (Kindergarten Libraries), which provide children in day care 
easy access to positive experiences with books and stories - both in 
day care and at home; Drengelitteraturprisen (The Boys Literature 
Prize), a literary award given to authors writing novels with the 
purpose of inspiring young boys to read; Læselyst (Desire to Read) a national campaign 
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Introduction
The federal government’s definitive entry 
into public education in the United States 
was marked by the passing of the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965. 
This provided federal funding for schools 
with a high percentage of students from 
low-income families. This increased fun-
ding for schools brought the need for more 
accountability. The National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) was introduced 
for accountability and as a means to track 
student progress.
The most recent administration of NAEP 
in 2011 tested a nationally representative 
sample of 213,100 fourth-graders in reading. 
For this test, students responded to questions 
designed to measure their reading compre-
hension across two types of texts: literary and 
informational. These latest results show that 
33% of students in grade 4 tested below basic 
level and 64% of grade 4 students tested 
below proficient (National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics 2011). These results are only 
more grim for low-income students and do 
not differ from the results found in 2009. In 
2010, Fiester writes, in response to analyses 
of the NAEP scores, “If current trends hold 
true, 6.6 million low-income children in the 
birth to age 8 group are at increased risk of 
failing to graduate from high school on time 
because they won’t be able to meet NAEP’s 

proficient reading level by the end of third 
grade” (2010, 2). 
In an attempt to influence the progress of 
students in US schools, Congress passed the 
reauthorization of ESEA as The No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001. NCLB requires 
states to have a system of reporting student 
progress including annual testing and it 
further requires that all students demonstra-
te proficiency in math and reading on these 
measures by the school year 2013-2014. With 
this deadline nearly upon us, close to 40 states 
have applied for and received “flexibility” 
(waivers), which provides state leaders and 
educators flexibility regarding specific require-
ments of NCLB (USDOE 2013). 
In this short article we provide a brief look 
into several of the policies states are im-
plementing to reach this proficiency target. 
We end the piece with a few key recom-
mendations to further the work to achieve 
proficiency for all in reading in the United 
States. We begin first with a brief summary 
of the research support highlighting the 
importance of proficiency in reading and the 
rationale for third grade as the target. 

Research Background
It has long been recognized that early rea-
ding proficiency skills are linked to later aca-
demic success (Barth 2012). There is strong 
research support for key areas of literacy de-
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Early Literacy Education – A Task for Politics?

The Swedish Arts Council is a government 
authority under the Ministry of Culture. 
The council’s task is to implement national 
cultural policy as determined by the Swedish 
Parliament.

The Swedish Arts Council coordinates activi-
ties in the cultural field, and is responsible 
for the allocation of state cultural funding 
for different forms of art, as well as to 
public libraries. Cooperation between public 
libraries and children’s healthcare providers 
has been the focus of the council’s efforts 
for strengthening awareness of early literacy 
education. 

A Statutory Role
Reading promotion and language develop-
ment are areas that are well anchored in 
Swedish legislation for cultural politics. Pub-
lic libraries shall, according to the Swedish Li-
brary Law, “pay special attention to children 
and youth by providing books, information 
technology and other media appropriate to 
their needs, in order to promote language 
development and stimulate reading.”

New objectives for cultural policy were 
established in 2009 and they are based on 
freedom of expression.  The new cultural 
policy is meant to strengthen culture’s role 

in society and create better conditions for 
culture to influence society’s development. 
New cultural policy goals have been formu-
lated to include increased accessibility to 
culture for children and young people and a 
guarantee of their right to culture. 

The Swedish Arts Council also has a strate-
gy for working with children, based on the 
Convention on Children’s Rights. Since 2009, 
children have been singled out as an espe-
cially important group among the country’s 
cultural objectives. Cultural policy is therefo-
re to “pay particular attention to the rights 
of children and young people to culture.”

Special Task for Reading Promotion
The Swedish Arts Council has a special 
responsibility for reading promotion, and 
has been allocating grants in this area since 
1996. The council uses the term “reading 
promotion” in a broad sense, with literature 
seen as an art form, corresponding to other 
forms of art. When the target groups are 
toddlers and preschool children, reading 
promotion is about reading aloud, singing, 
rhyming, talking, etc. 

Public libraries are the main actors beside 
children’s healthcare providers in society’s 
efforts to address reading promotion and 
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language development for very small child-
ren. Cooperation between them seems to be 
ideal for improving results. The council has 
given grants to several projects with this pur-
pose, mostly led by different county libraries 
in cooperation with local public libraries and 
local healthcare.  This field of cooperation 
has a long tradition in Sweden. Different 
joint programs for providing free books to 
newborn children started in the 1970s. From 
the beginning the state was involved in this 
activity and gave allocations, mostly to pro-
jects providing free books, but also to other 
projects and information campaigns. 

Giving away books in cooperation with 
healthcare organizations is a wide-spread 
activity in Sweden. Overall, 86% of the muni-
cipalities do it and 60% have representatives 
meet with parents and speak about the 
importance of reading, singing, talking and 
listening to children to stimulate language 
development. But there is great need for 
quality development, and education would 
raise quality. Common education also creates 
common objectives between different types 
of staff. 

Cooperation Is Necessary
Since we have an increasing problem with 
poor reading in our society it will be necessa-
ry to make alliances across sectors to address 
this and related problems.  Children‘s early 
language development is a concern for many 
professional groups: teachers, librarians, 
nurses, etc. To get good results, it’s necessa-
ry to make alliances across societal sectors. 
Both libraries and child-care organizations 
have children’s language-development as a 
mission. Public libraries work closely to-
gether with healthcare providers on the local 
level in Sweden, but coordination is neces-
sary on higher levels since the institutions 

lack a common infrastructure and common 
hierarchy. 

Sustainability Is Weak
From the long-term perspective, local acti-
vities tend to be vulnerable. Ambitious and 
enthusiastic librarians and nurses talk to 
parents about language development and 
hand out books. If the activities are not do-
cumented in official plans or made visible in 
agreements, they tend to decline when there 
is turnover in staff. To be sustainable, the 
activities need to be established in official 
plans. In Sweden, the cooperation also needs 
to be reinforced on a national level if is to 
be durable over the long term.  

The Swedish Arts Council has used grants to 
support projects with different focuses, such 
as:
•	 Reinforcing cooperation between 
	 librarians and nurses
•	 Offering common education
•	 Reaching children with dyslexia 
	 and other diagnoses
•	 Creating networks between 
	 different professional areas
•	 Producing written documents such as 
	 agreements and plans to strengthen 		
	 sustainability
•	 Meeting with parents and children in 	 	
	 the library and helping them while they 	
	 are waiting for diagnosis and professional 	
	 treatment

The Swedish Arts Council is about to get 
a new assignment for reading promotion, 
perhaps as early as next year. Early literacy is 
one of the topics identified as an important 
subject for its activities. The challenge for 
the future will be ensuring a good standard 
all over the country and seeing to it that eve-
ry child can make his or her voice heard.  
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Education is the key. Those four words 
describe my understanding of good poli-
cy. They explain why I am striving to make 
this country the “Educational Republic of 
Germany.” At the same time, those four 
words express the justifiable expectation 
that mothers and fathers in Germany have 
of policymakers and their policies: that the 
country’s political decision makers should do 
as much as they can to support the country’s 
children in getting a solid education.  

Education is the key to ensuring every 
individual can successfully determine his 
or her own life – from the very beginning. 
Since this goes without saying and since 
it is generally accepted that educational 
activities must start as early as possible, the 
Christian-neoliberal parties that make up 
Germany’s current government have made 
early childhood education a high priority. 

At the same time, ensuring our children 
are well educated requires parents and 
families to get involved and do their part. 
Basic learning competencies and skills are 
imparted to children in their family environ-
ment. Parents must stimulate their children’s 
interest in learning by engaging in a variety 
of activities, including reading them stories, 
making music with them, having fun disco-

vering nature and encouraging them to do 
sports. They have to be responsible partners 
when it comes to promoting learning and 
serve as role models for acquiring know-
ledge.   
 
Authorities at all levels – national, state and 
local – must create the conditions that will 
give rise to a robust educational infrastruc-
ture. Since many parents want to balance 
their professional and family responsibilities, 
Germany’s current government is also ensu-
ring there is a sufficient number of childcare 
providers offering early childhood educa-
tion and care throughout the country. And 
even if Germany’s Basic Law says that the 
country’s states are responsible – financially 
and logistically – for ensuring that enough 
facilities are available to meet each child’s 
right to attend a child-care center and, with 
that, each child’s needs, Germany’s federal 
government has made clear its willingness 
to provide major financial assistance and 
is contributing E 4 billion, one-third of the 
expected amount needed by 2013 to get the 
child-care facilities up and running. In 2012, 
the federal government also allocated an 
additional E 580.5 million to create another 
30,000 child-care slots. In addition, state and 
local governments will be receiving E 845 
million each year from the federal govern-
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Germany’s Child-Care Centers Tackle Today’s Challenges 

Germany’s child-care centers are facing a 
number of challenges in the coming weeks 
and months. As of Aug. 1, 2013, all of the 
country’s children will have a legal right 
to child care. At the same time, however, 
there is a shortage of specialized staff at the 
country’s child-care facilities, making it very 
difficult for them to carry out their work. 
Since the country’s new educational guideli-
nes have been implemented, the standards 
child-care centers must meet have risen 
considerably.    

Despite the challenges and expectations 
they face, the centers’ educators have been 
participating in numerous education-related 
programs. One is an initiative for age-rele-
vant language development, which is being 
supported by Germany’s Education Ministry 
through the project Frühe Chancen (Early 
Opportunities). The initiative’s goal is to 
integrate language-development activities 
in everyday situations, as opposed to having 
test procedures introduced into the centers 
by outside language specialists.   

All of the challenges discussed above can 
only be overcome if fundamental aspects are 
addressed that guarantee early child educa-
tion and care meets the desired standards. 
To ensure this is the case, the organizations 

Diakonisches Werk, Paritätischer Wohl-
fahrtsverband und GEW have carried out 
a background study that makes clear how 
important certain factors are, specifically the 
time educators are given before and after 
child-care activities; the caregiver-child rela-
tionship; and training for child-care center 
staff. Policymakers must focus in coming ye-
ars on these three elements to ensure child-
care facilities can meet the challenges they 
face. In addition, the issue of compensation 
is a topic of key importance for attracting 
qualified personnel. 

Child-care centers need well-trained educa-
tors if they are to meet all of the political, 
economic and family-related requirements 
they face. It is imperative that universities 
as well as technical colleges begin offering 
the appropriate programs, since that is the 
only way the child-care sector can over-
come its image of being a dead-end street 
for professionals who work there and, as a 
result, begin making up for the shortage of 
qualified personnel.
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Pioneered by the UK reading charity Book-
trust, Bookstart began over 20 years ago as 
a small pilot in Birmingham. Now in 2013, 
Bookstart reaches out to over 2 million 
children and their families every year, having 
inspired nearly 30 similar book-gifting pro-
grammes around the world with the simple 
idea that an early introduction to stories, 
books and rhymes will offer every child the 
best possible start in life.

In 2012, Booktrust celebrated 20 years of the 
Bookstart programme. How was it that in 
that period, a small initiative that started in 
one English city changed societal attitudes 
towards sharing books with babies, and 
became an international phenomenon and 
the first book-gifting programme across the 
world? To understand how this happened, 
we need to look back at the early beginnings 
of Bookstart, what enabled it to flourish and 
where it is today. We also need to under-
stand the theoretical framework, developed 
over many years by Booktrust, that under-
pins Bookstart’s simple aim: to bring the joy 
of stories to young children.

History of Bookstart  
Twenty years ago, sharing books with babies 
was not common thinking. However, many 

were concerned that children were starting 
primary school at the age of five without 
ever having had contact with books. There 
was also growing awareness from research 
that identified the significance of reading 
with very young children. This led to Book-
trust developing Bookstart in Birmingham 
in 1992, working with Birmingham Library 
Services, South Birmingham Health Autho-
rity and Birmingham University School of 
Education. The pilot project involved 300 
babies. Booktrust commissioned Professor 
Barry Wade and Dr Maggie Moore to both 
promote and research the Bookstart project. 
The findings were impressive: Wade and 
Moore found that Bookstart children began 
school with significant advantages and with 
higher attainment in all aspects of the nine 
pre-school baseline assessments. For more in-
formation on Bookstart research evaluations, 
see http://www.booktrust.org.uk/program-
mes/early-years/research/.

With this early evidence showing that Book-
start children began school with significant 
advantages and with higher attainment, 
Booktrust was determined to develop 
Bookstart as the first books-for-babies 
programme across the UK, and worked 
tirelessly to encourage every local authority 
to take on the local administration of the 
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In an ever increasing range of cultural set-
tings, current research reveals the variety and 
importance of the preschool experiences and 
knowledge that children gain from an early 
acquaintance with stories and books. Studies 
in linguistics, cognitive psychology, educa-
tional theory and children’s literature have 
shown that children’s books are fundamental 
to language acquisition, visual literacy and li-
terary literacy (Jones 1996; Rau 2009; Meibau-
er 2011; Kümmerling-Meibauer 2011). In 
this respect, word learning with the support 
of picture books plays a crucial role, since 
children’s future success in school is depen-
dent on their having a huge lexicon at their 
disposal (Bloom 2000; Kümmerling-Meibauer, 
Meibauer, Nachtigäller and Rohlfing, fort-
hcoming). These findings on the impact of 
emergent literacy on small children’s under-
standing of books, pictures and stories stress 
that the different literacy concepts connected 
with book sharing are not innate, but must 
be acquired in a long-term process. Case 
studies and experiments emphasize that small 
children definitely benefit from regular book-
reading sessions (Jones 1996; Hall, Larson and 
Marsh 2003; Whitehead 2004; Neuman and 
Dickinson 2011). It is no wonder, then, that 
the idea arises of enabling as many children 
as possible to come into contact with books.     

This was the start of a small project called 
Bookstart at the University of Birmingham in 

1992, when a team of educators and univer-
sity teachers decided to provide parents of 
preschool children with picture books. They 
investigated the influence of early joint book 
reading and were able to show that it im-
proves children’s language development and 
acquaintance with narratives, a crucial pre-
condition for the understanding of complex 
stories. In addition, by means of long-term 
studies, they were able to demonstrate the 
connection between early book usage and 
later skills in reading and writing (Moore and 
Wade 2003). 

Local and International Appeal
The success of the Birmingham project led 
to its extension to other British communities, 
after which Booktrust developed a Bookstart 
model for the entire United Kingdom. Today, 
all newborn children receive a book pack in 
order to support their encounter with books as 
early as possible.  In order to continue this pro-
mising project, further book packs are distri-
buted to children when they are three and six 
years of age. Partner networks, consisting of 
libraries, kindergartens, primary schools, and 
doctor’s offices, have been established to pro-
mote the overarching idea that book sharing 
at an early age has a huge impact on children’s 
linguistic, cognitive and social progress.

Since then, many similar projects have been 
set up in Australia, Belgium, Canada, Den-
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mark, France, Germany, Ireland, Japan, New 
Zealand, Portugal, Sweden, the Netherlands, 
the United States and other countries world-
wide. Although a thorough glance at the 
world map reveals that most of the Book-
start projects are situated in Europe and the 
Northern Hemisphere, the establishment of 
comparable projects in Argentina, Colombia, 
Japan, South Korea and Thailand shows that 
the interest in promotional programs for 
very young children is increasing and that 
book sharing is regarded as a crucial step in 
fostering small children’s language acquisi-
tion, narrative understanding and compre-
hension of symbolic languages. 

Diverse Bookstart programs were on display 
in an exhibition shown at the Leipzig Book 
Fair as a complement to the international 
conference “Prepare for Life!” in March 
2013. Visitors seeing the range of programs 
on display were apt to wonder what the 
commonalities and differences between 
them are. Most interestingly, despite their 
different cultural, social and economic back-
grounds, all of the programs distribute their 
first book pack to infants younger than 
six months of age. Thus, they express the 
general idea that parents should be encou-
raged to begin shared book reading before 
the child’s first birthday. So far, the majority 
of Bookstart programs allocate just one set, 
while others distribute between two to four 
sets, often at 18 months, 3 years and 6 years. 
This age scale is correlated with seminal 
steps in language acquisition on the one 
hand, and the entrance into educational in-
stitutions (nursery school, kindergarten and 
primary school) on the other hand. 

Following the British model, all book packs 
include one to two picture books, a list of 
recommended books, reading guidelines for 

parents and caretakers, and an invitation 
to visit the nearest library. Some Bookstart 
sets also have additional contents, such as 
crayons, pencils, coloring books, CDs with 
children’s songs, and posters. They are 
meant to promote activities that are closely 
linked to book sharing, that is, listening to 
and singing children’s songs and drawing 
pictures. 

Importance of Visual Literacy 
Most importantly, almost all sets consider 
the fact that people have different linguistic 
backgrounds and that an increasing number 
of children grow up in a bilingual or even 
multilingual milieu. For this reason, the 
guidelines and book lists are translated into 
several languages. Besides major languages, 
such as English, French and Spanish, the sets 
increasingly show respect for native langu-
ages and languages spoken by minorities 
and by people with a migration background. 
Some sets even contain multilingual picture 
books, thus acknowledging the benefits of 
multilingualism in an increasingly global 
world (Gawlitzek and Kümmerling-Meibau-
er 2013). 

According to recent studies in the realm 
of linguistics, developmental psychology, 
cognitive studies, literacy studies, children’s 
literature research and literary didactics, 
the guidelines rightly point to the impor-
tant contribution of children’s books for 
language training, narrative competence, 
and intercultural learning. Although all sets 
include picture books because of the target 
group, a further aspect is often mentioned 
in passing: the impact of visual literacy. 
Visual literacy investigates the visual codes 
that determine images, whether in print or 
in audiovisual and interactive media. Since 
picture books are characterized by a close 
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Global Bookstart Programs and Their Impact

International comparative studies such as PISA and PIRLS show that a significant 
number of children and adolescents in most countries of the world have insufficient 		
reading skills. Yet, good reading skills are necessary for developing an ability to learn 
and for social integration regardless of educational background or social status. 

The sooner parents introduce reading to their children using interesting stories 
and in a playful way, the greater the chance that their children will enjoy reading and 
learn to read well. Such an opportunity is provided by the Bookstart programs found around 
the globe, which emphasize reading from very early on. The programs:
	 	 	• 	 allow even the very young to experience reading and story-telling
				   in a familiar environment, 
	 	 	• 	 provide parents with suggestions on how to convey “reading” 
				   to their children using all the senses, and
	 	 	• 	 make use of the experience gained through Bookstart, 
				   the program developed by Booktrust in the UK.

Sensitizing and Motivating Parents

Research from Bookstart UK shows that through the program: 
	 	 	• 	 Parents are motivated and encouraged to read to their children.
	 	 	• 	 Children growing up with Bookstart develop better language 
				   and cognitive skills.
	 	 	• 	 Each pound of public investment in Bookstart produces £25 in “social return”.
 
The accompanying research on Lesestart, the pilot project in Germany based on Bookstart 
(implemented from 2006 to 2009 in the Free State of Saxony) shows that:
	 	 	• 	 10 % of the participating parents began reading to their children due to Lesestart.
	 	 	• 	 23 % of the participating families borrowed or bought books more often.

	 	 • 	 25 % of the parents started talking to their children 
				   about stories more frequently.
	 	 • 	 30 % of the parents increased the time they spend reading. 
	
Based on these findings, the nationwide initiative Lesestart – Three Milestones for Reading 
was launched in 2011, by the German Reading Foundation (Stiftung Lesen) and funded by 
the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF).

Networking Is the Key to Success

Access to families through pediatricians, libraries, day-care centers and elementary 		
schools often plays an important role. All reading promotion programs rely on an 
extensive network that includes various partners (libraries, schools, public institutions, 
social organizations, foundations, celebrities, etc.).

More information on the Bookstart exhibition is available on the website  
readingworldwide.com.

Bookstart around the World: 
Background Information and Inter-
national Adaptation of a Successful 
Early Literacy Program 
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During this conference, we have learned 
a lot about early literacy and that literacy, 
itself, is a somewhat fuzzy term with many 
possible interpretations.  We do not have a 
direct German translation for the term lite-
racy. Thus, the early childhood community 
has adopted the English term. 

1. Historic Perspective 
Early literacy is deeply embedded in our cul-
ture. Literacy and early literacy are a central 
part of our Protestant culture: The Refor-
mation, initiated by Martin Luther 500 years 
ago, created a change in religious thinking 
and started a revolution in literacy. God’s 
word and will were no longer to be inter-
preted and explained, potentially deformed, 
by a hierarchically organized class of priests, 
but everybody, every man, every woman 
and every child, would have direct access to 
God’s word and will.
Every individual was to have this opportuni-
ty. This basic concept had two implications. 
First, God’s will, as depicted in the Bible, 
had to be made accessible in the language 
of the common people. This was done by 
Martin Luther’s famous translation of the 
Bible, and all people were to be enabled to 
read it as early as possible. In that sense, the 
Protestant Reformation was the first – very 
comprehensive – early literacy program.

2. Access to the World
Access to the world, its secrets, its basics, its 
complexity continued to be the guiding 
principle when, in the mid-17th century, the 
famous pedagogue John Amos Comenius 
published his Orbis Sensualium Pictus descri-
bing the entire world, including heaven and 
earth. It dealt with the elements, plants, ani-
mals and humans, craftsmen and professions, 
wars and science, virtue and wickedness, 
policy and wars, religion and punishment 
up to Doomsday. This illustrated book was a 
very influential text for about 200 years.  
Access to the world remained the central 
issue when, in the 19th century, the big mo-
vement of children’s books started. Picture 
books, story books and fairy tales became 
popular as educational media, providing  
access to everything that children should 
learn regarding humanity and nature. 

3. Earlier Literacy: Reduction to a 
Decoding Technique 
More recently, early literacy, in its restricted 
form of early reading, became an issue in 
the second half of the 1960s during the first 
postwar reform of the German education 
system. Stimulated by the German edition 
of Glenn Doman’s 1966 book How to Teach 
Your Baby to Read, a strong movement of 
early reading developed in our country. Early 
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Considerable evidence has accumulated 
about the importance of earlier childhood 
education, particularly for disadvantaged 
students who have a less complete learning 
environment in their home. At the same 
time, simply knowing that early childhood 
education has valuable learning effects does 
not mean that they justify any particular 
policy interventions. The efficacy of such 
interventions would depend on the balance 
of the costs and benefits of any programs. 

The literature on early childhood education 
is both broad and rapidly expanding. Impor-
tantly, it is the subject of research across a 
variety of disciplines, and the focus of this 
research varies widely. There are clearly 
many noneducational outcomes of early 
childhood programs, but this discussion will 
focus narrowly on the academic components 
and, within that, on the development of 
cognitive skills. 

The existing research on early childhood 
programs provides some clear findings but 
also indicates a number of uncertainties. 
Overall, the economic impacts of early child-
hood programs depend on the size of the 
population affected by any program, the 
magnitude of any effect on learning and 
the lasting impacts of the program. These 

matters clearly depend on the dimensions 
of any specific programs. There are some 
relevant research findings that are useful in 
projecting the impacts of any program, but 
there are also elements that are currently 
unknown.

The currently available research, much of 
which comes from programs in the Uni-
ted States, indicates that early childhood 
programs can have significant impacts on 
disadvantaged children, but there is little 
evidence of impacts on more advantaged 
students. As such, they offer a potentially 
powerful tool for dealing with achievement 
gaps across society and for leading to larger 
educational equity. 

At the same time, the available evidence 
provides limited guidance about the struc-
ture of any programs. The clearest evidence 
on achievement impacts of programs comes 
from demonstration programs that are not 
viable models for larger on-going programs. 
Thus, new developments will necessarily 
have to incorporate a substantial research 
and evaluation component.

Additionally, one largely ignored aspect 
of early childhood programs is how they 
integrate with school policies in primary and 

Eric A. Hanushek

The Economic Relevance of Early 
Childhood Development 

Wolfgang Tietze
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Early Literacy: A Stepping Stone for Lifelong Learning 

Introduction 
Leading experts from around 35 countries 
met in Leipzig, Germany, from 12 to 14 
March 2013 at the International Expert 
Conference “Prepare for Life! Raising 
Awareness for Early Literacy Education”. 
They gathered to share their experiences, 
research evidence and viewpoints on the 
relevance of early literacy in the first years 
of childhood, and to discuss how early rea-
ding can be best promoted among different 
target groups and implemented in a variety 
of contexts. The three days of intensive 
and inspiring debate on the trends, issues, 
success factors and enabling conditions of 
early literacy education resulted in a set of 
recommendations: the “Leipzig Recommen-
dations on Early Literacy Education”.

During the conference many aspects of the 
immense impact of early literacy education 
and learning on children’s life prospects 
were discussed. 
Far fewer of today’s young people and 
adults would be affected by poor reading 
skills if the importance of early childhood 
for literacy had been recognised and taken 
seriously earlier. But even if good early 
childhood education programmes lay a 
strong foundation for a successful life path 
for the next generation, concentrating 
only on the first years would not break the 

intergenerational cycle that reproduces low 
levels of literacy. 

This paper reflects on two crucial aspects: 
early literacy learning as a stepping stone 
for a lifelong learning process, and ear-
ly literacy education as a building block 
within lifelong learning systems. The main 
point, however, is to present evidence that 
supports the need to promote effective 
learning families: Each child is a member 
of a family, and within a learning family 
every member is a lifelong learner in both 
their own right and in the intergenerati-
onal combination of encouragement and 
involvement that arises from all family 
members’ learning activities. In the long 
run, such an integrated approach is more 
likely than individual measures to break 
the intergenerational cycle of illiteracy and 
develop a culture of learning in disadvan-
taged families and communities.    

The first section discusses literacy as a right 
and a foundation of lifelong learning. Next, 
literacy challenges are analysed within 
the global context. The third section is an 
attempt to connect the dots to break the in-
tergenerational cycle of illiteracy. The final 
section proposes some action as stepping 
stones to early literacy within the perspecti-
ve of lifelong learning. 

Ulrike Hanemann

Early Literacy: A Stepping Stone 
for Lifelong Learning 

1. Literacy as a Right and 
Global Commitments
Literacy is an essential part of the basic 
right of every individual to education, as 
recognised in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UN 1948). As an intrinsic, 
inalienable and indivisible human right 
in and of itself,1 literacy is instrumental 
in the pursuit of other human rights. As a 
social practice, literacy has the potential 
to enhance people’s capability and agency 
as key elements in the pursuit of freedom 
(Amartya Sen)2, and to empower them to 
interpret and transform their life reali-
ties (Paulo Freire)3. The question is not so 
much what literacy can do for people, but 
rather what people can do with literacy. 
The way in which literacy is acquired and 
how it is used determine its value for the 
learner.

Literate Individuals 
and Literate Societies
UNESCO’s Education for All (EFA) goals 
and those United Nations Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) which are con-
cerned with education (discussed below) 
are expressed in terms of individuals. How-
ever, education – and literacy as part of 
it – does not concern only individuals (as 
a rights framework alone might suggest). 
It also has a critical social dimension. The 
types of educational inputs (e.g., materi-
al and human resources), processes (e.g., 
curricula, teaching and learning strategies) 
and outcomes (e.g., reading, writing and 
numeracy skills) that are relevant to indi-
viduals are very much influenced by social 
context. Moreover, the degree to which 
a society enables, promotes and sustains 
educational outcomes has an overwhel-
ming impact on the demand for, and the 
value of, these skills.

A “literate society”, then, is more than a 
society with high literacy rates; rather, it
is one in which important aspects of social, 
economic and cultural life are based on 
written communication and text. The 
acquisition and use of literacy skills should 
enable citizens to actively participate in 
society and its institutions. Those who lack 
the necessary reading and writing skills 
are left behind. Therefore, the creation of 
literate societies – a highly context-specific 
notion – involves enabling individuals, 
families and communities (“groups”) to 
acquire, develop, sustain and use relevant 
literacy skills. Developing environments in 
which literacy can flourish and where its 
value is recognised by individuals, families, 
(pre)schools and communities is as impor-
tant as enabling children, young people 
and adults to acquire and develop literacy 
skills through related programmes, lear-
ning opportunities or schooling.
 
Although the “eradication of illiteracy” 
seems to be a powerful slogan for raising 
the profile of literacy at policy level, it 
also potentially misleads decision makers 
in their efforts to choose the best way to 
address the literacy challenge. Declaring a 
country to be “illiteracy free” involves ta-
king the risk of accepting that the skills le-
vel of a proportion of the population is too 
low to equip them for independent further 
learning; it also risks rendering invisible 
literacy challenges arising from new and 
changing demands over time. Consequent-
ly, the goal should not be to “eradicate 
illiteracy” but to ensure the continuous 
strengthening and upgrading of literacy 
abilities for all, in order to create more and 
better opportunities for families, commu-
nities and societies, ultimately “creating a 
fully literate world” (UIL 2010, 6).
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