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Rt. Hon. Michael Gove

MP for Surrey Heath and Secretary of State for Education

18th January 2011
Dear Mr. Gove,

National Bookgifting Programmes

I am writing to you on behalf of the Society of Chief Librarians (SCL) & the Association of Senior Children’s & Education Librarians (ASCEL) to express our support for the announcement on 27th Dec. 2010 that ‘the DfE will continue to fund’ these proven programmes from April 1st 2011.

This decision has the benefit of helping to ensure that the government priority of creating a fair & family friendly society can be achieved as economically as possible. It supports the health and well-being of families and is complementary to the personal development and academic achievement of children, with reading and a love of books as both a building block and launchpad for life. The Booktrust Bookgifting Programmes underpin and deliver on Sure Start, the extension of free child care and the Pupil Premium.

As you know, these programmes started in England in 1992 with Bookstart delivered through Birmingham Libraries. They have now been adopted by countries around the world and have demonstrated their impact. Every child needs a love of books and the research commissioned by Booktrust and others e.g. EPPE, PISA, Sutton Trust all points to the positive impact on children’s educational achievement, self-esteem and well-being that an enjoyment of books and reading brings.

The programmes are streamlined in the way they are administered & promoted as they are universal, for every child irrespective of the circumstances into which they are born. Children don’t choose their parents and not all parents appreciate innately the importance of sharing books, rhymes and stories with their children from the moment they are born. As one health colleague commented 'I know the packs we give out are well received and for some families most probably the first books (and only ones) they are likely to get'’.

These programmes are cost effective and an excellent example of the private, voluntary & public sector partnership that makes the most of available funding streams. Public Library Services across the country are a key partner in the delivery of Bookstart, Booktime and Booked Up. They are in a unique position as they work locally, in communities with a wide range of individual parents and carers as well as health, early years and education professionals. Since the establishment of these Bookgifting Programmes, most library services now provide additional activities, linked to Bookstart in particular, to help instil a love of books. These activities very often engage the whole family and provide a real focus for connection between the generations. The value of the library service contribution is significant and is in addition to the sponsorship provided by publishers and the support from DfE.

“This session is such a success. When we get families who might be struggling a bit, it’s great being able to direct them to the library session. Just having somewhere for them to meet up in a safe environment in the middle of town. No pressures, just friendly staff, lots of books and toys, surrounded by normality. It’s real community support and it works. I usually get down and have chat. Just show my face and get the feel of things. No it’s an excellent partnership. We worked so hard to get it, so long may it continue.” Family Support Worker from Social Care’.

Many authorities have also used the Bookgifting Programmes as a focus for the development of successful multi - agency strategic and operational partnership groups, to ensure the effective delivery and development of their overall services for all children under five and their families. They have proved also to be an important gateway for younger children and their families to their ongoing use of public libraries and to the important place of school libraries in support of children and young people’s learning and leisure reading. 

It is for these reasons that SCL/ASCEL believe it is critical that the funding for Booktrust Bookgifting Programmes continues and that the universal nature of the programmes is retained.

Partnership working is vital to make the most of scarce resources and SCL/ASCEL would welcome the opportunity both to work more closely with DfE and Booktrust in designing the new model and to contribute to the work of the recently established Childhood and Family Task Force. Library services in England have the expertise and a proven track record in delivering services that empower families to build their own capacity, skills and knowledge.

I look forward to hearing from you.

Yours sincerely,
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Nicky Parker

SCL President
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