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Abstract 

We report an evaluation of a book gifting scheme (the Dolly Parton Imagination 

Library; DPIL) that targeted families from disadvantaged areas. We considered the 

impact that length of participation had on children’s interest in literacy-related 

activities, the frequency of parent-child reading interactions, duration of reading, and 

whether the parents read with their child daily (N=286). We also compared these 

families to a group of non-participating families from the same city (N=197). We 

found that families registered with DPIL for a year or more reported higher 

frequencies of parent-child interactions when reading than the non-DPIL group, and 

were more likely to read with their children on a daily basis than those registered with 

DPIL for less than a year. We suggest that book gifting schemes need to be long term 

in order to positively influence home literacy environments. 
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Introduction 

Many children in the UK fail to meet national targets for language development by 

the time they complete their first year of school (Law, Charlton, and Asmussen, 

2017). This is a significant cause for concern given the impact that oral language 

abilities have on academic, social and emotional outcomes (e.g., Biemiller, 2003; 

Sénéchal, 2006; Duff et al., 2015; Law, et al., 2017).  

Shared storybook reading has been shown to be a critical activity for parents 

to engage with prior to school entry (Sénéchal, 2015). It has been linked with 

vocabulary development, listening comprehension, phonological awareness, 

morphological knowledge and concepts about print, as well as motivation to read 

(e.g., Sénéchal, 2006; Hamilton et al., 2016; Vankin-Nusbaum and Nevo, 2017; 

Wood, 2002).   Research has shown that both the frequency and variety of shared 

reading are related to both expressive and receptive vocabulary development 

(Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002, 2014) either at school entry or during the school years. 

Parents also report enjoying shared storybook reading as an activity that enables them 

to spend quality time with their children (Audet et al., 2008).   

Early exposure to books via shared reading is therefore critical in supporting 

vulnerable children’s early language development (Anderson et al., 2019) and later 

academic outcomes (Duff et al., 2015), as well as being important in cementing 

relationships between parents and children (Funge et al., 2017). However, children 

from disadvantaged backgrounds typically own fewer books than their better off 

peers. Recent figures from the National Literacy Trust (2019) have shown that 9.3% 

of disadvantaged children do not own any books, compared to 6% of their peers (also 

see Clark and Picton, 2018), and book ownership is linked to reading ability in 

international studies (Park, 2008; Evans et al., 2010). Moreover, there is some 
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evidence that children from low-income homes are exposed to a more limited range of 

spoken vocabulary in the home (e.g., Hart and Risley 1995, 2003; Gilkerson et al., 

2017) although Sperry et al. (2019) have questioned such claims. We do know that 

the variety of language that children are exposed to in the early years is related to 

their vocabulary size by the time they start school (Cartmill et al., 2013). 

One approach to addressing the disadvantage that children from low-income 

homes face with respect to language and literacy has been the introduction of book 

gifting schemes for pre-school children. These are schemes, typically run by 

charitable organisations, where families receive free books for their children. Two 

noteworthy examples in the UK are the Book Trust’s Bookstart programme, and the 

Dolly Parton Imagination Library, which is the focus of this paper.   

 

The Dolly Parton Imagination Library 

The Dolly Parton Imagination Library (DPIL) was first established in 

Tennessee, USA, in 1996. Every month, DPIL sends high-quality, age-appropriate 

books (selected each year by a panel of early childhood literacy experts) to children 

enrolled in the programme from birth to their fifth birthday. At the time of writing, 

DPIL runs in five countries (USA, Canada, Australia, UK, and Republic of Ireland) 

and as of January 2021 has distributed over 152 million books in these countries 

(Imagination Library, 2021).   

The provision process of the DPIL in the location in which the present study 

was conducted is as follows. The local health service calls every family expecting a 

baby in the targeted areas to inform them about free activities available, including 

DPIL, and asks if they want to register. Families are not informed in detail about the 

benefits of shared book reading, but they can find brief information (e.g., FAQs) on 
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the local service’s website about the DPIL and its benefits (e.g., its impact on 

education and literacy levels). If they want to register, they receive one book a month, 

every month, until their fifth birthday. They can register any child up to four years-old 

to receive the books, so siblings receive a book each. However, if the siblings are the 

same age, they receive the same book. They are not able to choose the books they 

receive, but the books are age appropriate, and only available in English. Finally, 

families can also sign up via their health visitors, who might explain the benefits of 

participating in the DPIL programme.  

 

Previous evaluations of DPIL 

There is some evidence that DPIL provision can positively impact shared 

storybook reading frequency: a few studies have compared frequency of storybook 

reading before and after receiving DPIL books and these have shown self-reported 

increases (e.g., Fong, 2007; Harvey, 2016; Funge, et al. 2017). However, no 

comparison groups were included in these studies. Importantly, according to the latest 

meta-analysis on book gifting programmes (including Reach Out and Read, Bookstart 

and DPIL) by De Bondt, Willenberg, and Bus (2020), there are no studies on DPIL 

from the UK that had a control group. Gordon (2010) found that parents from lower 

income families increased the frequency with which they read to their children after 

registering with DPIL, with 98% increasing the frequency with which they read to 

their child compared to 69% of middle-to-upper income households, although no 

explanation for the reasons behind this increase are offered.  There is also some 

evidence that the length of time families were registered with DPIL had an impact on 

frequency of reading (Ridzi, Sylvia, and Singh, 2014) with parents whose children 

were registered with DPIL for more than four months being more likely to read to 
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their child daily than those whose children were registered for less time. This was the 

case even after controlling for child’s age, parental education level, ethnicity, gender, 

and whether English was the parents’ first language.  

Only a small number of previous DPIL studies asked questions about how the 

parents shared books with their children, but there is some evidence that DPIL may 

benefit parent-child interactions when reading together. Ridzi et al. (2014) found that 

only 36% of parents whose children were registered with the DPIL for four months or 

less ‘usually’ talked about the story and asked their child questions about the story, 

compared to 55% of parents whose children were registered with the book scheme for 

longer. Similarly, Thompson, Klemp, and Stinson (2017) found that parents whose 

children were registered with DPIL had significantly higher literacy interaction scores 

(i.e., combination of frequency of parent reading with child, age when parent first 

read to child, number of minutes parent read to child yesterday, number of books in 

home for child’s use, and how often parent takes child to library; see Bracken and 

Fischel, 2008 for details of the Family Reading Survey that Thompson, Klemp, and 

Stinson, 2017 used) compared to parents whose children were not receiving DPIL 

books. These studies suggest that duration of participation in DPIL could influence 

parent-child interactions over time. This may be because repeated interactions with 

the same texts over time stimulate parents to engage their children with the story in 

new ways with each repeated exposure, in order to maintain their own interest in the 

reading activity (Martinez and Roser, 1985). Similarly, Fagan and Hayden (1988, 47) 

found that ‘favourite stories appear to serve a function of allowing the children to 

become more involved in the story and attend to the print. More recently, De Bondt, 

et al. (2020, 351) hypothesised that ‘books “nudge” parents to initiate and maintain 

book reading routines’ to explain ‘how the presence of a few age-appropriate books 
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for young children could be an incentive for an early start with book sharing’ (see also 

Thaler and Sunstein, 2008). 

 

The present study 

This study aimed to examine the impact that DPIL registration had on parent-

child reading-related behaviours and other variables known to be linked to children’s 

later linguistic and educational outcomes. Considering the limitations of previous 

evaluations of DPIL, the present study makes two original contributions to 

knowledge: (1) having a large sample size with a comparison group which was not 

included in previous studies in the UK, and (2) a comprehensive list of variables 

measured compared to other evaluations of book gifting programmes.  

 

Method 

Design 

The study had a between groups design, which compared the language and literacy-

related behaviours of four groups of parents and their children.  These were: 1) those 

families who received books from the DPIL for less than one year; 2) those who were 

registered with DPIL for 12-24 months; 3) those who were in the programme for 

more than two years, and; 4) those not receiving DPIL books. These groups were 

compared on the following outcomes: the child’s level of interest in books, songs and 

rhymes; the frequency of reading and singing activities in the home; the frequency of 

child-initiated literacy activities; the frequency of parent-child interactions when 

sharing books, parental confidence when reading or singing with their preschool 

children, the duration of typical reading sessions, number of books at home and the 
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frequency of visits to the local library. We also examined whether there was an 

association between length of registration with the DPIL and whether or not the 

parents read to their children every day as the theorised goal of the programme was 

daily reading (Ridzi, et al., 2014).  

  

Research context 

DPIL was implemented in a single UK city with a population of over 300,000 

residents. DPIL was offered as part of a wider early childhood programme, which 

targeted diet and nutrition, social and emotional skills and language and 

communication abilities.  This was supported by a national charity and run by the 

local health service, to improve children’s developmental outcomes prior to school 

entry. This provision targeted families living in the four most socio-economically 

disadvantaged inner-city or urban areas of the city.  

 

Participants 

 

A text message with a link to the online questionnaire (see Data Collection) 

was sent to all parents whose children were registered with DPIL, where they had 

consented to being contacted. DPIL-registered parents along with non-DPIL parents 

were also invited to participate in this project via links posted on Facebook and 

Twitter. Some of the DPIL-registered parents were asked to complete the online 

questionnaire in person when attending local activity sessions or meeting with Family 

Mentors. Parents whose children were not registered with DPIL were mainly recruited 

from other areas of the city, but some parents who lived in the intervention areas were 

also recruited for this group. 



9 

 

In total 557 questionnaires were completed; 355 by parents whose children 

were registered with the DPIL and 202 by parents whose children were not.  

However, after excluding inappropriately completed questionnaire and duplicates this 

was reduced to 512 families that included 315 questionnaires completed by the DPIL-

registered parents and 197 questionnaires completed by parents whose children were 

not registered with the DPIL. Of the DPIL-registered families, 77 were registered 

with DPIL for 11 months or less, 100 were registered for between 12 and 24 months, 

and 109 were registered for 25 months or more. A further 29 cases included missing 

data which meant it was not possible to allocate them to one of the four groups. 

Typically, the DPIL-registered parents were in part-time work (35.1%), 

married (40.1%), were White British (64.6%), aged between 25 and 34 (57.2%) and 

spoke English as their first language (80.9%). All DPIL children were under five 

years-old with most aged under three years (88.2%). There was an even split between 

male (51.8%) and female (48.2%) children in the DPIL-registered group. A slightly 

higher proportion of the parents who were not registered with DPIL were in part-time 

work (43.3%), married (66.8%), and were White British (85.4%) and spoke English 

as their first language (93.0%). In this group 54.5% were aged between 25 and 34 

years. All the children from the non-DPIL group were under five years-old with most 

aged under three years (77.2%). There was also an even split between males (50.8%) 

and females (49.2%) in the non-DPIL children group (see Appendix 1).  

As anticipated, there were differences between the DPIL-registered families 

and the non-DPIL families in terms of socio-demographic characteristics (see 

Appendix 1 for chi-squared tests). Parents whose children were registered with DPIL 

were more likely to be unemployed (10.1% vs 2.7%), and were more likely to be 

single than parents whose children were not (28.5% vs 5.3%). Parents whose children 
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were registered with DPIL were more likely to be Black/African/Caribbean/Black 

British than parents whose children were not (11.2% vs 0.5%) and were more likely 

to speak English as an additional language (19.1% vs 7.0%).  

 

Data collection 

As noted earlier, a questionnaire was developed based on surveys designed by 

Fong (2007), Ridzi et al. (2014); Harvey (2016); and Funge et al. (2017). The aim was 

to explore the reading routines of parents with their children. In order to measure 

child interest in books, songs and rhymes, parents were asked two questions: ‘how 

much does your child enjoy reading and looking at books?’ and ‘how much does your 

child enjoy joining in with songs and rhymes?’ (not at all; a bit; quite a lot; or very 

much). Frequency of songs and rhymes was assessed with two questions: ‘how often 

do you read to your child?’ and ‘how often do you and your child sing together?’ (not 

at all; one to two times a month; one to two times a week; three  times a week; every 

day or nearly every day; or more than once a day). To measure frequency of child-

initiated reading parents were asked: ‘how often does your child ask you read to 

them?’ and ‘how often does your child spend looking at books by themselves?’ (not at 

all; one to two times a month; one to two times a week; three  times a week; every day 

or nearly every day; or more than once a day). To explore parent-child interactions 

during book sharing parents were asked six questions: ‘do you ask your child to read 

with you?’, ‘do you ask your child questions about the pictures in the book?’, ‘do you 

talk about letters?’, ‘do you talk about what specific words in the book mean?’, ‘do 

you talk about what is happening in the story?’, or ‘do you ask your child questions to 

see if they understand the story?’ with possible responses: always; usually; 

sometimes; or never. Parents were also asked to state their confidence in sharing 
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books, and singing songs and rhymes with their child (strongly agree; agree; neither 

agree nor disagree; disagree; or strongly disagree). Parents were asked ‘if you do read 

to your child, how long does a reading session usually last?’ to measure length of a 

reading session (under 15 minutes; 15 to 30 minutes; or over 30 minutes). Parents 

were also asked how many non-DPIL books they had at home (none; one to five; six 

to 10; 11 to 20; more than 20) and how often they visited local libraries (not at all; 

once or twice a year; once or twice a month; once or twice a week) (see Appendix 2).  

Data analysis 

One criticism of previous research into the impact of DPIL has been the 

relative lack of appropriate comparison groups that would support claims surrounding 

the benefits of DPIL book gifting. We therefore initially recruited two groups of 

families – one that was registered with DPIL and another that was not. To counter the 

difference between DPIL-registered and non-DPIL families in terms of 

socioeconomic characteristics (see Appendix 1), and to enable an exploration of the 

impact that length of participation in DPIL might have on key outcomes, the DPIL-

registered group of families were split into three groups: those registered for less than 

one year; those registered for between 12-24 months, and those registered for more 

than two years.  By comparing these four groups of families, we would be able to 

better understand the impact of DPIL participation on reading routines and behaviours 

of DPIL-registered families relative to a ‘better off’ demographic comparison group, 

as well as to examine whether consistent participation in DPIL is associated with a 

positive change in reading-related behaviours of families (see Ridzi et al. 2017 for a 

similar method). Therefore, the present study was particularly intended to compare 

the outcomes (see below) of those registered with DPIL for more than two years with 

those of the non-DPIL group. Being in the DPIL for at least two years was deemed to 
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be sufficient to narrow the possible gap between the DPIL-registered group and the 

‘better off’ group as previous research (Ridzi, et al., 2014) found that participants who 

enrolled in the DPIL for longer than four months reported significantly higher 

frequencies of reading than those enrolled for four months or less (see also Ridzi et al. 

2017). 

In terms of outcomes, the individual questions asked in the questionnaire (see 

Appendix 2) were first combined to provide overarching scores which indicated the 

relative performance of the families in relation to: the children’s interest in books, 

songs and rhymes; frequency of parents reading and singing with their child; 

frequency of child-initiated reading activity; the frequency of the parent-child 

interactions during shared book reading; parental confidence in reading and singing 

with their child; duration of reading sessions; how many (non-DPIL) books were 

owned; and, how often the family visited the local library. Details of which items 

were combined and the internal reliability estimates of these scores based on this 

study are in Appendix 3. The rationale for focusing on these outcomes was because 

they have been shown in previous studies to be linked to developmental outcomes for 

children in relation to language and academic skills (e.g., Park, 2008; Wood, 2002). 

The items related to songs and rhymes were included because the EPPE (e.g., Sylva et 

al., 2008) found that teaching children songs or nursery rhymes showed a significant 

positive impact on their language scores at school entry after controlling for other 

factors. 

 With regards to quantitative data analysis methods, we used Kruskal-Wallis 

tests to determine whether there are statistically significant differences between the 

four groups on the aforementioned variables. We used this method because normality 

and homogeneity of variance assumptions of one-way ANOVA were not met. We did 
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not use Bonferroni correction for original Kruskal-Wallis tests because the present 

study is restricted to planned comparisons in which case no correction is suggested 

(Armstrong, 2014). In addition, after each Kruskal-Wallis test, Dunn’s post hoc tests 

were carried out on each pair of groups where we reported Bonferroni adjusted p-

values to avoid Type I error. 

Finally, we were interested in whether or not duration of participation in DPIL 

was associated more specifically with the parents’ tendency to read with their children 

every day as the theorised goal of the programme was daily reading (Ridzi, et al., 

2014). To address this, we divided the DPIL-registered parents into two groups: those 

enrolled for 11 months or less (n=71) and those enrolled for more than a year 

(n=192). We then adopted logistic regression to explore whether duration in the 

programme was associated with parents’ tendency to read with their children on a 

daily basis whilst controlling for socio-demographic characteristics of parents and 

children such as, parent ethnicity, employment and marital status; child age and sex; 

and whether English is the first language. 

 

Results 

Frequency of reading and singing with child and child-initiated reading 

The present study examined whether there were differences between the four 

groups of families in terms of frequency of reading and singing with child and child-

initiated reading. It will be recalled that the non-DPIL families appeared to be more 

socio-economically advantaged than their DPIL-registered peers. We found that non-

DPIL children were more likely to initiate reading activities (p=.01) and had parents 

who read and sang to them more frequently (p=.034) compared to the families who 

had received DPIL books for just 0-11 months. There were, however, no significant 
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differences between the non-DPIL families and the families registered with DPIL for 

a year or more, perhaps indicating that continued registration brought the DPIL 

families more in line with their better-off counterparts with respect to these 

behaviours. In particular, the longer the children were registered with DPIL, the more 

frequently the children were reported to initiate reading activities with their parents 

(see Table 1).  

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 

 

Interactions when sharing books 

 One of the aims of the present study was to examine whether there were any 

differences between the four groups in terms of parent-child interactions during 

shared storybook reading. First, we present descriptive statistics on each of the 

interactions identified in the questionnaire. Table 2 suggests that asking children 

questions about the pictures in the book was more common among parents (always: 

55.5%) followed by talking about what is happening in the story (always: 39.7%). 

[INSERT TABLE 2 HERE] 

We then checked whether there were statistically significant differences 

between the four groups of families in relation to parent-child interactions during 

reading sessions. We found that parents whose children were not registered with the 

DPIL reported interacting with their children significantly less than parents whose 

children received DPIL books for more than 12 months (p=.017) and for more than 

two years (p<.0005). There were also significant increases in interaction scores across 

the three DPIL-registered groups, suggesting that duration of registration was linked 

to the frequency of the parent-child interactions during shared book reading (see 

Table 1).  
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Length of reading session 

The present study also aimed to assess whether length of reading sessions 

differed between the groups. Our results suggested that children who were registered 

with DPIL for more than two years had longer reading sessions than children who 

were registered for less than a year (p=.049).   

 

Number of books at home and frequency of library visits 

We found that the non-DPIL families had significantly more books at home 

than all three DPIL-registered groups (H(3)=33.856, p<.0005). Conversely, we found 

a significant main effect of DPIL registration status on library visits (H(3)=10.186, 

p=.017), but post-hoc analyses were not significant, suggesting that this effect was not 

reliable. 

 

Effect of duration of participation in DPIL on daily reading 

The final aim of the study was to examine whether duration of participation in 

DPIL was associated specifically with the parents’ tendency to read with their 

children every day as the theorised goal of the programme was daily reading (Ridzi, et 

al., 2014). Chi-squared analysis found a statistically significant association between 

length of registration with the DPIL and frequency of reading. In other words, parents 

whose children were enrolled in the DPIL for a year or more were more likely to read 

to their children on a daily basis than parents whose children were enrolled in the 

DPIL for 11 months or less (see Table 3). 

[INSERT TABLE 3 HERE] 

To examine whether the aforementioned association persisted when socio-

demographic characteristics of parents and children (i.e., parent ethnicity, 
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employment and marital status; child age and sex; and whether English is the first 

language) were controlled, we conducted a logistic regression analysis. We found that 

parents whose children were registered with the DPIL for more than a year were more 

likely to read to their child daily than parents with shorter registrations, even after 

controlling for socio-demographic characteristics of parents and children (see Table 

4). Further, unemployed parents were less likely to read to their children daily 

compared to parents who had a full-time job (χ2 (8) =22.469, p = .004, −2 log 

likelihood = 249.899). 

[INSERT TABLE 4 HERE] 

Discussion 

This study explored whether there were differences in reading routines and 

behaviours between the DPIL-registered families (three groups) living in socio-

economically disadvantaged inner-city or urban areas in a UK city and non-DPIL 

families living in mostly other areas of the same city. We found that although when 

they were initially registered with the DPIL (i.e., 0-11 months) such families reported 

reading and singing with their children less frequently than their more advantaged 

peers (i.e., non-DPIL group), and the children were initiating literacy-related activities 

less often, the two groups of families who had been registered with DPIL for a year or 

more reported higher levels of activity which put them on a par with the non-DPIL 

families.  

This study makes an original contribution to the literature by investigating 

aspects of the book-sharing interactions between parents and children in more detail 

than has been reported previously. The two most common interactions were asking 

children about the pictures in the book and talking about what is happening in the 

story. In addition, DPIL groups registered with the programme for a year or more 
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reported more frequent interaction when sharing books than the non-DPIL families. In 

other words, DPIL-registered parents engaged their children with the content of the 

story or focused their attention on concepts about print. This result might be related to 

parents’ knowledge about the influence of shared reading on their child’s education 

and language skills (De Bondt, et al., 2020). These findings are in line with those of 

Thompson et al. (2017), who reported that parents whose children were registered 

with the DPIL scored significantly higher on literacy interactions than parents whose 

children were not registered (see also De Bondt, et al., 2020).   

Together these findings suggest that DPIL book-gifting does appear to be a 

mechanism that can not only increase the frequency of reading-related behaviours, but 

can also support improvements in parent-child interactions over time. In addition, 

more frequent interactions around sharing books are likely to enhance children’s 

language comprehension. One likely mechanism for these results could be the impact 

of repeated reading. That is, in households with relatively few books, it is likely that 

the DPIL texts will become children’s particular favourites. Although they receive a 

new book every month, the limited frequency of those new books means that repeated 

reading is likely to occur. This, in turn, is likely to stimulate parents to engage their 

children in more of a discussion about what is happening in the story, and aspects of 

the vocabulary covered within the book, in order to make book sharing more 

interesting for the adult. Previous research on repeated reading also noted that 

“favourite stories appear to serve a function of allowing the children to become more 

involved in the story” (Fagan and Hayden, 1988, 47). More recently, De Bondt, et al. 

(2020) argued that even a few age-appropriate books in the home may serve as a 

“nudge” for improving reading-related behaviours of families. Moreover, previous 

research suggests that the language used in books or during shared reading is more 
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complex than the language used during normal conversation or free play (Hayes and 

Ahrens, 1988; Crain-Thoreson, Dahlin, and Powell, 2001).  

The study also aimed to test whether there were differences between the four 

groups in relation to length of reading sessions. Families registered in DPIL for more 

than two years engaged in reading sessions that were significantly longer than those 

who had been registered for one year or less. This difference in duration of reading 

sessions also supports the earlier interpretation that parents are engaging their children 

in more discussion around the texts during shared storybook reading, rather than 

simply reading the book from beginning to end, and then ending the activity. 

There was no evidence of any impact of DPIL registration status on either the 

children’s interest in books, songs and rhymes, or in levels of parental confidence. 

This would suggest that regardless of background all the children in the study had 

broadly comparable levels of interest in literacy-related pre-school activities and 

resources, even though some of these children had less access to books, as another 

finding was that the children in the non-DPIL group had significantly more books at 

home than all three of the DPIL-registered groups. This underscores the importance of 

capitalizing on children’s early interest in books and language by supplying them with 

resources and showing parents how to best use them with their children, before 

differences in abilities become established. 

Specifically, the study aimed to examine whether duration of participation in 

the programme affected reading frequencies of DPIL-registered families. We found 

that being registered with DPIL for more than one year was able to predict whether or 

not a parent reported that they read daily with their child, and this effect remained 

after factoring in the influence of parents’ ethnicity, employment status, marital 

status, the age of the child, the child’s gender and whether or not English was their 
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first language. Ridzi, et al. (2014) similarly found that parents whose children were 

registered with the DPIL for more than four months were more likely to read to their 

children daily than parents whose children were registered with the book gifting 

scheme for four months or less.  However, whether or not the parent was unemployed 

was an influence on the data, with unemployed parents being less likely to read to 

their children everyday than employed parents. This finding is similar to that reported 

by Anderson et al. (2019), who reported that parents from higher income households 

were more likely to read to their children more often than those from lower income 

households. It would be worth exploring why unemployed parents do not read to their 

children as much as employed parents in detail via interviews or ethnographic 

methods.  

It is noteworthy that the results reported in this study are more positive than 

those reported for other book gifting schemes in the UK.  For example, Mooney, 

Winter and Connolly (2016) evaluated the Letterbox Club that ran in Northern Ireland 

to improve literacy skills amongst children aged 7-11 years in foster care. Unlike 

DPIL, the programme sends six parcels of books (each including two books) over a 

six-month period.  This much shorter time frame might be one of the reasons why 

Mooney, et al. (2016) found no evidence that the programme had an effect on the 

children’s literacy skills or enjoyment of reading. A process analysis of that study 

revealed a lack of carer/child levels of engagement with the programme as the main 

reason for no effect (Roberts, Winter, and Connolly, 2017).  Another important 

difference between our study and that of Mooney et al. is the age of the children being 

targeted; in the city we studied DPIL sent books to children from birth to their fifth 

birthday, whereas the Letter Box Club targeted those aged 7-11 years. 
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A more comparable programme in the UK is Bookstart. In this Booktrust run 

scheme, the Bookstart pack is delivered to parents/carers at the first-year health 

check, and the bookstart+ pack at the second. These packs include two books. 

Receiving two books once in a year compared to one book each month over a four-

year period (i.e., DPIL) might explain why there was no significant effect of 

Bookstart+ on parental attitudes to shared book reading (O’Hare and Connolly, 2014), 

whereas we did find an effect on this during the DPIL evaluation.  

Overall, DPIL appears to have advantages over other book-gifting schemes. 

Particularly, the fact that children receive books over an extended (up to four-year) 

period seems to be the most important mechanism underlying the significant 

relationships between the programme and the outcomes measured here. We found that 

the longer families participated in the programme, the more parents had interactions 

with their children whilst reading a book, the longer reading sessions they had, and 

the more they read to their children on a daily basis. Considering the significant 

differences between the DPIL-registered families and non-DPIL families in terms of 

socioeconomic characteristics, all these findings suggest that a book gifting scheme 

like DPIL could considerably enhance disadvantaged children’s love of books, parent-

child interactions and those children’s future academic outcomes.  

 

Limitations and future research 

There are limitations to the study that should be acknowledged. Firstly, we 

used self-report questionnaires to evaluate the programme and so the study is 

vulnerable to ‘social desirability bias’, which is a tendency to answer questions in a 

way that will be viewed favourably by others instead of answering truthfully (Arnold 

and Feldman, 1981; Bryman, 2016). Future studies might incorporate additional 
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measures for assessing reading-related behaviours of families, such as children’s 

report (Evans and Hulak, 2020) or observation. 

Secondly, no information was obtained about parental education level and 

siblings (e.g., absence/presence of siblings and their age) to keep the questionnaires 

short. Future research could include more socio-demographic variables in the 

analysis.  Finally, it is important to note that the questions on child interest and 

parental confidence do not fully measure these concepts. Future research could use 

observational methods to triangulate self-reports of interest and confidence during 

shared reading activities.  

Conclusion 

This study analysed whether the children living in disadvantaged inner-city or 

urban areas of a UK city benefited from the DPIL programme. It has made a 

significant contribution to knowledge by comparing two groups of families (i.e., 

DPIL-registered vs non-DPIL registered) in terms of reading-related behaviours given 

the limited number of previous studies that had a comparison group in the UK context 

(De Bondt, et al., 2020). In addition, in the programme evaluation studies on book 

gifting, the most common questions are on parental attitudes towards book reading 

and child interest in book reading. By contrast this study with its large sample size 

compared to previous evaluations had data on frequency, duration and aspect of the 

book-sharing interaction between parents and children. We found that the longer the 

DPIL-registered families stayed in the programme, the more they changed their 

reading behaviours, which also meant that they narrowed the gap between them and 

their better-off counterparts in the city. We recommend exploring why unemployed 

parents do not read to their children as much as employed parents in detail via 
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interviews and that unemployed parents are targeted with information about the 

benefits of daily shared reading. 
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