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Reading skills are more important than ever: Readig initiatives in Danish libraries

All over the world good reading and writing skilave become a social survival condition
because all education and production are baseditingvIn all subjects at school,
learning is depending on pupils’ reading skillsjd @een from Denmark’s point of view it
is therefore disheartening to read the latest P3&lly from 2006 (Egelund, 2006). 57
countries have participated in the study which shtivat the proportion of pupils without
functional reading skills in Denmark is 16%. In qmamison the figure is 5% in Finland,
15% in Sweden, 22% in Norway and 20% in Iceland.

Denmark thus has an unacceptably large group aiypeople who cannot read when
they leave school. This has major consequencdsotbrthe individual and society.

The Danish results concerning functional readintisstto not differ significantly from the
PISA-results in 2000 and 2003 and from the OECDaye The proportion of very
proficient readers is however lower in Denmark thathe other Nordic countries and the
average for the OECD countries. As in previous Ri8énds, girls are markedly better at
reading than boys. (Egelund, 2006, p. 11-12)

Children with Danish as their second language

Together with Danish PISA-researchers and the BgsiiCollege in Aarhus the Rockwool
Foundation has examined reading skills for pupilBenmark with Danish as their second
language. A rather sombre picture emerged. 47%esfet pupils are without functional
reading skills when they leave elementary schobpupils with non-western background
and with Danish as their second language 53% aleuti functional reading skills
(Egelund, and Tranaes, 2005). About half of the gagourpils with Danish as their second
language are thus not sufficiently skilled in regio accomplish an education after
elementary school. Also vocational training regsiigeod reading skills.

How to develop good reading skills — according toelading-enthused children

The children themselves also have a number of idEhsw to become good and avid
readers. This appears from a study conducted byr&tar Children’s LiteratureHvad
skaber en lystleesgr2007). The purpose of the study was to examinegheing habits of
confident readers and find out why the childrenrtbkelves feel that they have become
eager readers.

It is characteristic for the reading-enthused c¢kitdthat they see the book@seof several
media for primarily indoor use, and they perceiveniselves as readers in an extrovert and
social context. Like other children and young pedpky seek the fellowship and the



unique event. The children maintain that they Haaeome great readers because they have
enjoyed exchanging book tips with their friendscéing to the children, other important
motivation factors are parents who enjoy reading wecommend books, approachable
staff in the library who treat the children witlspect, and teachers who introduce various
reading initiatives or let the class take part neading campaign.

It is vital that the adult mediators of books urad@nd how to engage the children in a
dialogue about reading experiences, so that the fgels that it shares a common interest
with the adult - on equal terms. Professional ntedsasuch as pre-school teachers,
teachers and librarians must therefore have reatldbks they seek to mediate, and they
should include their own personal views in theatjale with the children.

Dialogue with users, the feeling of sharing comtingth reading and reading initiatives
across libraries and local institutions are theeefmportant elements in turning children
and young people into proficient readers.

National strategies for reading

The Danish government is very aware of the sersomgsal problem which functional
illiteracy represents and has launched a natiartedraplan for reading. It is particularly
targeted at the educational area, but also incladppgort for e.g.. stimulation of leisure-
time reading that helps to turn children into goedders.Rapport fra Udvalget til
forberedelse af en national handlingsplan for laagn2005).

A recent report concerning future Danish librargvsees to children (Fremtidens
Biblioteksbetjening af barn, 2008) stresses thefids special possibilities for supporting
children’s reading experiences as well as readiig.sThe library’s initiatives and
influence in this area are more necessary thanlmsfere.

The libraries’ initiatives in creating good readers

Libraries have always made an effort to suppoitdoéin’s joy of reading. This is first of

all based on the wish to give children literary ex@nces, but also on the knowledge that
children who read a lot, become more confidenteeadrhe library’s role is therefore
multi-stringed: The library must stimulate the jiyreading by offering children a
multitude of media and a mediation that inspiresahildren to read. At the same time the
library must support the work of turning childrena proficient readers — e.g. by
cooperating with day-care institutions in offerliagguage-stimulating activities and by
initiating activities that underpin the school’'sitding in reading.Rremtidens
Biblioteksbetjening af bar2008, p. 57)

National library reading programmes

Support of children’s reading desire and readinlissk an ongoing process that
constantly must be adjusted to evoke interest arttentarget group. The lifestyle of



children is changing as society develops and liwogditions change. One of the
challenges is to stimulate children’s languagelaud of reading from they are babies and
onwards. Another challenge is to utilise the newdiaén a conscious way to support
children’s reading skills. As a third issue we wblike to stress the importance of the
availability of the library. The library must be ete the users spend their day or go for
their daily routines.

The Danish Agency for Libraries and Media presehdyg programmes reaching children
from the age of 0 and above. One of the first masdoy of Reading programme’.

Joy of Reading for Children and Young People — frontampaign to local ownership
and implementation

The national campaign, ‘Joy of Reading’ was lauddbe the Ministry of Culture in 2003.
Later, both the Ministry of Education and the Minysof Welfare joined the campaign to
stress the importance of encouraging children’sojoeading all through childhood and
across many sectors. The campaign ran until theoERB@07 and is now being followed by
a three-year programme

The campaign had various focus points, e.g. thel gaxperience, the good book and the
good reader. During the campaign’s final year fowas concentrated on knowledge-
sharing, research and dissemination as well asmipeand implementation of the good
experiences, so that municipalities and librarieseamotivated constantly and inspired in
the work with literature, learning and culture.

A qualitative evaluation of ‘Joy of Reading’ shothsat the campaign’s effort to inspire
children and young people to read has been suctesstause it has appealed to
children’s desire to read in a voluntary contexcutural economical analysis (Damgaard
and Sgrensen, 2008) shows that the strategy dirggeeew collaborations across schools,
day-care offers, libraries etc. has been extrempedguctive.

Altogether the campaign has been a good examgiewfpublicly financed projects do
not necessarily need to be buried in administraaioth bureaucracy. The financial support
for projects was primarily allocated directly tmamber of different activities (small
projects) the purpose of which was to encouragerem and young people’s joy of
reading. (Damgaard and Sgrensen, 2008, p. 18-20)

The campaign continues during the period 2008-2318 programme with an annual pool
earmarked for various activities. The pool allosajeants to:

» Kindergarten libraries nationwide

* National reading campaigns for school children

» Literary activities for the young.

The Joy of Reading programme has provided fuehéo forms of collaboration and joint
projects between the public libraries and publaypls and institutions. In the following a
number of current examples for different age graanesgiven of how the Danish public

libraries cooperate with kindergartens, schoolsyigipalities and voluntary organisations



to encourage and strengthen children’s readingulage and learning. Some of the
projects originate from the Joy of Reading progranm

Case 1: Bookstart

In March 2009 the Danish Agency for Libraries anddid launched a programme with
book gifts for children when they are 6, 12, 18 86dnonths old. The book gifts are
followed by other offers and initiatives to encaggdanguage stimulation. The programme
runs initially for four years and for this periattludes children from disadvantaged
residential areas, as the programme is funded tgrgment means earmarked for
vulnerable citizens. In the longer term the airtoigxtend the concept to reach all children
in Denmark.

The aim of the programme is to improve childreaisguage and turn them into good
readers. The programme includes visits by librariameople’s private homes and thus
widens the perspectives of the library’s role ie khcal community. In disadvantaged
residential areas the library can make a differaca par with health visitors, job
counselling and ‘friend visitors’.

The results from a number of projects in Denmadicate that the library is a good frame
when being introduced into the community, and laytstg already when the children are
only 6 months old the chances are that this wideha great effect on the child’s access to
knowledge and books.

The inspiration for Bookstart comes primarily frdngland, but also the Swedish
Markaryd model has been a source of inspiratioma@esed has the Danish pilot project
‘Language Portal’ carried out by Copenhagen Lilesam areas with many residents of a
different ethnic background.

There are many obvious advantages in launchingok®art programme. Basically
Bookstart is about mediation of children’s literagubut at the same time it suggests that
literature can be used actively as an instrumangdoy learning and social change. The
project has many ‘side effects’ which each canda¢esl down or emphasized according to
the overall objectives. These might be concernel lreaking negative social heritage,
supporting parents in taking responsibility for digldren’s learning, giving children early
literacy competences to ‘read’ and decode textpactdres and understand a narrative
sequence. It might also be a question of wantingewide the child with rich literary and
aesthetical experiences right from birth.

The message of Bookstart is that one does nota@gedpecial knowledge to motivate and
stimulate small children to read books. The mogtartant message the libraries can pass
on is that when parents read with their childresytimust exude enthusiasm. The crucial
thing is that the children are willing and readyetgerience the books, touch them, chew
them and examine them. It is the being togetherhavihg a good time that gives infant
literature its strength and opens up an opportunityse the language, to describe in words
and to make noises.

Another important point is that it does not masignificantly which language you are
speaking. Language stimulation is not about legrtonspealonelanguage only, but



rather of using one’s language, whether it be nosséanguage, Danish, Arabic or
Chinese.

When the it finishes in 2012 about 20,000 childrglhhave benefitted from the
programme. Bookstart operates in 20 different eggidl areas in 15 municipalities spread
across Denmark. (Enemark, 2009)

Case 2: Kindergarten libraries

One of the recommendations in the report on fuibrary services to children states that
the library must reach out to where the childretuaty spend their daily lives. The
objective is for the library to define itself inlaéon to and interact with other partners, e.g.
kindergartens, schools, associations — and evenaime as stated above.

Around half of the Danish municipalities (49) hastablished one or more kindergarten
libraries. They are examples of the library reaghont. All Danish public libraries can in
collaboration with day-care offers apply to the BanAgency for Libraries and Media for
grants (a sub-programme of the Joy of Reading progre) to establish kindergarten
libraries, so that children and staff get extendaitly access to books and reading, and
children and parents get the opportunity to takebowks and other materials. (Madsen
and Poulsen, 2008). In September 2009 grants fa&mdergarten libraries were allocated.

The concept ‘kindergarten library’ covers everythranging from a repository
arrangement with loan of books and other matettaé actual satellite library in the
kindergarten with visits by librarians and cultusatangements. Whichever model one
chooses, the pivotal point in the kindergarteraliiis to give children access to daily
experiences with books, and to encourage pareriesast in reading aloud and bringing
the children into the library during an otherwiseetic day with many other options.

The kindergarten libraries contribute to the preoafsdemocratising children and parents’
access to books and other material, as they pralidaildren with equal access to books
and reading. They also help to reduce social attdraliinequalities and can be
instrumental in levelling geographical and timetéadarriers for visiting the library.

The offer also gives pre-school teachers and ldmarthe possibility to develop new
dimensions in their interaction with children andegpre-school children experiences with
books that support their linguistic and personaketigoment and their interest in learning
to read.

Thus the kindergarten libraries help to strengtienday-care institutions’ work with the
national learning plans related to language anticil

The Danish researcher, Kjeld Kjertmann sees kiratezg libraries as part of a necessary
reform in relation to children’s reading and wrgirfIf written language and books are not
incorporated as a natural part of our being togettith the children, we are bound to lag
behind, because the school alone will be respan$iblteaching children to read and

write. In my mind it seems completely absurd timad iL00 percent developed writing
society we keep the written language away fromdecéin on the assumption that it does not
belong at this or that age”.



Kindergarten libraries are therefore part of atetyg to ensure that fewer people encounter
reading problems in the future, that more develaps for reading and begin to read and
write, and that more will not have problems abaubarking on the educations offered to
young people when they leave school”. (Cranfield Bnemark, 2007)

The model of making an alternating selection afdrly books available to children, parents
and pre-school teachers can be transferred to ptaees in children’s daily environment,
possibly supplemented with activities like readiadés for beginners, book clubs and
lectures for parents. This satellite model candeun after-school centres, clubs, sports
centres, civic centres and cultural centres. Therading premise is that the library seeks
out children in their familiar environments and raevts materials and offers outside the
classical library space.

Case 3: The reading quiz ‘Ready - steady — answdgr school children

Competitions and events contain particularly caiglglements that sharpen children’s
interest in participating. Among these elementiéspossibility to gain the audience’s
recognition of one’s knowledge or capabilities #mel chance to gain a position as role
model for children in the class who do not readtat in the daily group of friends. Events
like competitions and quizzes also have a condudieentertainment aspect which can
motivate learning that takes place outside scheogl,in connection with camps or visits to
museums.

The Joy of Reading project Ready-steady-answeui@ t based on the competitive

aspect and on modern children’s need to be vigildlee media picture. By employing

these elements of fascination, the quiz makesremldware of the fact that there are other
ways of qualifying for a place in the limelight thpopular song- and X-Factor contests on
television. The quiz is run as a team competitmm/t graders where each class produces a
quiz team consisting of five pupils from the classompanied by their classmates as
audience.

The type of prize can be instrumental in undergigrihe participating children’s function
as role models. If the children are competing fpriae which will benefit the whole class,
the class will be interested in getting the mo#tl agaders (and not necessarily the most
popular pupils) into the team and back them aliviag so that the class will get the best

chance of winning. This turns readers into positdle models who can inspire others in

the class to read more.

The quiz also gives reading a social dimensionmadly reading is a solitary process, but
here it becomes the pivotal point for a social psscwhere you - together with others -
will be using what you have learned on your own.

There are many types of questions in the quiz.CHbegories cover all aspects of reading:
The broadly informed reader, the genre-fixated eedaboks from childhood, songs,
rhymes, proverbs, the origin of words, films an@ks recipes and user guides, nonfiction
etc. Many libraries collaborate with the teachardiow to prepare the pupils for the quiz.
Experience shows that the teacher’s involvememportant in terms of motivating the
pupils. The most successful pupils typically hateacher who has been working hard on
preparing them for the event.



This form of quiz and other strategic reader evengsgood way for the children’s library
to profile itself in relation to the children. Thele as organiser and facilitator engages the
libraries in a new way as enthusiastic people witbve for the same literature as the
children appreciate. This can motivate the childeewisit the library. Moreover, the

library is aware of the latest popular trends aasl the competence to formulate questions
within the field of children’s literature.

The children’s library can expand the event itgath preparatory games and activities,

e.g. competitions in acquiring knowledge as qui@ddypossible via searching the Internet,
which is also a central media competence. Libraritgachers and school libraries can also
establish leisure time offers for the children vane going to participate in the event, so
that they can go to Ready-steady-answer readirigarid practice the different genres.

Quizzes like Ready-steady-answer, which are basexkaboration with local schools,
are therefore obvious tools for libraries in theark with giving children reading
experiences and reading skills. (Cranfield and Ear&n2007, p. 36-40)

Case 4: Author school for the young

Another Joy of Reading project ‘Author school foe tyoung’ is based on the assumption
that reading and writing are closely associatedmBoy young people, there is an
attractive aura about writing. It is seen as aistactprocess, while the mere fact of reading
can be perceived as a passive and less interestiivity. The author school for the young
in Brgnderslev in the northern part of Denmark miesery for budding writers between 13
and 18 and is supported by Brgnderslev municipality

The school’s aim is to give the young people thesgmlity of manifesting themselves as
writers. They attend an intensive course for a we#tk professional authors as instructors
and are also given the opportunity to create aostwf other young people with the same
great interest in writing whom they can use asrgpgpartners after the course.

The author school provides two annual courses duha summer vacations which are
very popular. The school selects the participaasel on their reasons for wanting to
apply, and on the basis of the texts which theyrsutvith their application. The high
number of applicants implies that professionalregeand motivation among those who
have been accepted is high. For all participanssthierefore a big and powerful
experience to meet a network of people with theessmerest, who are interested in each
other’s writing talents and wish to exchange thasgimd ideas, discuss writing processes
etc.

After each course the pupils’ stories are publishezh anthology which is distributed to
libraries nationwide. To see one’s own text in pisnan experience that enhances young
people’s self-understanding as writers and acdeletae development of an identity as a
writer. The collection of stories can also encoerather young people’s joy of reading
and interest in writing, as many find it particljainteresting to learn how other young
people express their feelings and thoughts.



Lecturer Peter Kaspersen from the University oftSexn Denmark has evaluated the
author school in Brgnderlev. He sees a great gatentworking with this form of
instruction: “The writing exercises, the studentsadl the school, remind them of what
many of them have done in elementary school. Thelifierence is however, that at the
Author school they are all dying to write, and ndpas frightened of being labelled
‘teacher’s pet’ if they seem too keen. This creatém greater enthusiasm and motivation.
The instructors’ function also differs from thattbe Danish language teachers in school.
Instead the authors act as advisers, helping tliests through personal processes and
putting forward subjective suggestions as to haay tihemselves would tackle the
situation. By involving authors as instructors, sthool’s offers are being qualified and
professionalised. | consider the Author schoolli@ young and the other Joy of Reading
projects to tend towards the building up of a hajMnformal education system with a
certain management framework, but a free developofezontent”. (Cranfield and
Enemark, 2007, p. 57)

Public libraries can adopt this model and collabovath professional authors and
illustrators on arranging similar creative procese children and young people. Obvious
partners would be the local youth club or contimraschool, just as libraries can join with
high schools in planning creative writing workshdg@spupils in connection with theme
courses. The instruction can also contain elensrd as recitation techniques and oral
story telling.

Case 5: Homework cafés

Almost half the pupils in Denmark with Danish asitlsecond language are not able to
read well enough to complete a youth education whey leave the ‘Folkeskole’.
Especially for these children — who often cannatagsistance for homework from their
parents - homework cafés can offer them - and yaagle - a better chance to develop
their Danish language and subsequently be ablenplete an education.

The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and Integratiaffairs and the Ministry of Culture
are joining forces in establishing a total of 1@vrhomework support schemes in libraries
as well as developing existing homework supporesets with support activities. Like
Bookstart the homework cafés are not part of tlyepoddReading programme, but the cafés
play an important role in strengthening readingriéng and language specifically for
children and young people with another ethnic bemkgd.

The library provides a good framework for a homdwaafé. It is a neutral place, which is
open to everybody and has a staff who can advespupils on how to navigate in the
almost unlimited access to knowledge in books dectrenic media. Moreover,
homework cafés in libraries can stay open at dilees than those traditionally offered by
the schools. Most children and parents with a dfi€ ethnic background also see the
library as a refuge where girls too can come oir then. Finally, the library has good
opportunities for letting homework cafés interadiwvother educational or cultural
activities. (Lektiecaféer, 2007, p. 5-10)

For some children with Danish as their second laggtthe contact to the homework
supporter is the only relationship they have witine Danes who are not employed to
look after them. Homework supporters in the librarg unpaid volunteers. They are not



professional teachers, but assist children witlr timmework at the same level as other
children might get from their parents which medret theither volunteers nor library staff
normally have a great knowledge of teaching methods

However, the library’s homework café is dependengood cooperative relations with the
children’s teachers, if the homework supporters@ieelp the children extensively in the
areas where they have to improve, and if the aéféw support the actual subjects which
the children are studying at school.

A typical homework café is open a couple of aftemoa week. In some cafés the children
can just drop in, in others they must be registedeldomework café does not necessarily
have to operate on the library’s own premises. [ilirary can easily organise homework
support in the local sports club, the housing aasioa premises or in a club for older
children. The important thing is that the offenisilable right where young people come.

Case 6: Online support to homework
Online homework is a net-based offer of homeworkpsut for the eldest pupils in
elementary school (children aged 12 — 15). Viatgpoéal the pupils can get in direct
touch with a homework assistant. Homework assistadtpupil communicate via:

e webcam and microphone

e achat program

* and an electronic board where both can work irstiimee document.

The Danish government’s target is that at leagi@5of all young people should get an
education in 2015.

An extraordinary effort is needed to reach the gaslthe “PISA-ethnic” report (Egelund
and Tranaes, 2007) makes it perfectly clear thavsimvery other young person with an
ethnic background other than Danish by the endiofgry and lower secondary school is
not sufficiently proficient in reading to be abtedomplete an education. Add to this that
the number of Danish young people with an immigtauakground is expected to almost
double in the period up to 2015.

Traditional homework support can contribute in aifpee way to improve young people’s
professional and social competences, but someedjltter boys do not feel very
comfortable presenting themselves in a physicaldwaonk café, and it is therefore
necessary to find alternative methods in ordegtt to” them.

So in connection with the approval of the NatioBatiget in 2008 the Danish Agency for
Libraries and Media received special financial nsefmn an experimental project for the
establishment of online homework support for mpildisadvantaged residential areas.
Online homework support is a joint project with teistry of Integration and the

Ministry of Education. About 1 mil. Euros have besat aside for the project for the period
2008-2011.

The most important experiences from a previoud piloject are:

* lItis possible to help the pupils with their questions



By and large it has been possible to develop tipeogpiate software. It is still
necessary to try to make sure that both soundyngieind sharing of documents
take place in ‘real time’. It has turned out todme of the most difficult aspects in
relation to the IT-part of the project and moredchanrk has to be put into solving
this. Using the mobile phone as communication chhalso has to be considered.
Pupils’ and homework assistants’ IT-competencesateemuch lower level than
expected.

Homework assistants should work in call-centresragetl both training and
support during the initial phase.

Pupils can easily use the service both from deakz#d ‘pupil centres’ (e.g.
schools and libraries) and from their homes.

Success depends on a considerable central effoooi@inate and keep track of
the homework assistants in relation to those puyhls want help.

The public has paid great attention to online hoor&vgupport and the results of
this support. The media have shown an almost ov@mihg interest.

At the moment the project is in the planning phétseill be divided into three sub-
projects:

* Technology
Development of software, test, supplier contract laardware

* Pupils and homework assistants
Recruitment and training of homework assistanti;cestres, pupil-centres and
planning/coordination and administration

* Marketing and communication

Responsibility for web page, internal and extegmahmunication material,
profiling of the scheme, help desk, events, outreaark and possibly
‘advertising’.

The project is expected to start in January 2040 ,the vision is to create
Europe’s (the world’s) leading homework supporttalbMaybe an export success
on the same levels as Skype!

Conclusion

Strengthening children’s reading requires a majactical and strategic initiative in many
areas. Traditionally the library is one of the miagportant culture resources for children

in the local communities, but if this status i®upheld and strengthened, it requires that
the library becomes better at exploiting its exaérelations.

Danish experiences show that the best resultsaaned) by sectorial cooperation. When
libraries, day-care offers and schools collabovate housing associations, sports
associations and other leisure organisations gbmitjoy of reading activities, ranging
from competitions and games to writing exercisesmethodical language stimulation, it
does have a profound impact on children and yowople.
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It is all important that the activities are notisees just one-off events, but continue to be
visible and turned into more permanent offershéf library is to continue to constitute a
significant and relevant cultural arena, it hasreate the space for children’s cultural and
children’s cultural-political dialogue in its netwo It is also necessary for the library to
strengthen its formal and informal networks bottelty and nationally, and both in
relation to other public institutions and privatgas.

The library’s action plans can help to put focugtom strengthening of external relations
by containing strategies for external communicatiod cooperation functions. Another
important point is that proficient reading requiegsearly and joint effort. All children are
born curious and with a desire for learning andetieping. Already when they are infants
they are ready for conceptual perception, commuinicand vocabulary. Together with
local partners the library has a special respolitsibd make sure that also the very young
infants acquire a solid linguistic foundation andesire to learn to read.

In solving this task it is essential that the Ityréocuses on initiating and supporting a
broad professional collaboration with other stafiups such as pedagogues, teachers,
hearing and speech therapists, pedagogical conwjltaonsultants for infants with Danish
as their second language, children’s cultural agisauthors and parent committees in
day-care offers and schools.

Local Joy of Reading projects can also act aser lievrelation to reaching the children’s
primary role models, namely their parents. Togetindr for example kindergarten
libraries, the library can provide the parents witbls and inspiration to read to their
children. The common effort to encourage childreaading appears in many variants.
There are various traditions for cross-sectoridhboration about children and children’s
reading in Denmark. Some libraries have a strotegioa to other local cultural
institutions as well as schools, while others hagpecial tradition for collaborations with
local volunteers or associations.

This diversity of local offers and collaboratiorr@gs sectors contribute to the development
of activities that further children’s reading. Aaildve factor is that knowledge sharing is
going on, both between the municipalities and betwibe state and the municipalities.

The Danish Agency for Libraries and Media considieasvital task to gather and
disseminate examples of best practice to all pwriat school libraries and motivate them
to develop local variants. This can happen e.gingpiration material, project advising,
theme meetings, national reading conferences anfinhincing of research projects. The
Joy of Reading campaign has demonstrated that iggsodts are achieved by spending the
means on many different activities and projects@ade the focus on significant ‘beacon’
projects which can inspire and spur the libranethe collaboration with local players to
develop and carry out activities in service of jheof reading.
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