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32.4 MILLION AMERICAN CHILDREN GO WITHOUT BOOKS

Introduction

We are at a pivotal moment in our nation’s literacy landscape. Discussions on the science of
reading are emerging in films, podcasts, social media, and legislation. While evidence-based
reading instruction is essential, we must also ensure children have access to books in their
homes, schools, and communities. Book access is a fundamental necessity in child
development, literacy, and societal engagement" . However, many American children live in
book deserts, areas with little to no access to written materials™.

THE MERE PRESENCE OF BOOKS IN THE HOME PROFOUNDLY
IMPACTS A CHILD’S ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Lindsey, 2010
The Reality of Book Deserts
e In a high-poverty area of Washington, DC,
there is one book per 833 children.
e A 2006 study revealed that children in the 1b00kL[§)ev;l(ler\l,ce(r)\r/n§.95 kids 1,&3{;& %Tgi?é’s

top 5% of socioeconomic status owned
five times more books than children in the #4444 411441
lowest 5%". f

e A 2019 study of 153 low-income
preschoolers showed that M
English-speaking families owned 20 more %
books on average than Spanish-speaking

families".
e 43% of school-aged children lack 1
classroom libraries™, with high-income FYYYYY
areas having 8x more books than Citation: Newman, . 8, & Moiand, N, (Z019), Boak deserts: The consequences of fncome segregationon
children’s access to print. Urban Education, 54(1), 126-147.

low-income areas*.
e 32.4 million American children lack books
in their homes, schools, or communities.



dr.moliy ness

LITERACY SPECIALIST

The Impact of Book Access on Literacy

CHILDREN WHO OWN BOOKS EXPERIENCE:

Increased literacy development and academic achievement™.
Stronger reading motivation and engagement.

Higher NAEP reading scores*™,

More frequent shared reading experiences with caregivers™ ™,
Three additional years of schooling compared to those without books.

CONVERSELY, LACK OF BOOKS RESULTS IN:

X Lower school readiness™ and vocabulary acquisition.
X Fewer language-rich experiences and shared book experiences™.
Y Reduced socioemotional benefits of shared reading.

WHEN THERE ARE NO BOOKS...
BOOK READING BECOMES AN OCCASION AND NOT A ROUTINE

Neuman & Moland, 2016. p.19

Proposed Solutions
1. Increase Funding for Book Distribution Programs

e Book distribution programs are a low-cost intervention with high-impact literacy
outcomes .

e Legislative efforts, such as New York State’s Early Literacy Campaign, should include
book distribution.

2. Encourage Family Participation

e Long-term involvement in book donation programs increases reading behaviors and
language-rich interactions between parents and children*.,

3. Enhance Impact-based and Longitudinal Research

e Most research tracks book distribution numbers rather than literacy achievement.
e Partnerships with organizations like Reach Out and Read can refine study
methodologies.
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4, Establish Community-Based Book Distribution Points

e Provide books in urban laundromats, WIC centers, community centers, churches, and
barbershops and increase child engagement in literacy activities™" .

5. Fund Mobile Libraries & Direct Mail Book Access

e Programs like Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library have increased reading motivation™",
improved early literacy skills™', and family reading frequency*.

6. Strengthen Cross-Program Partnerships

e Collaboration between |Imagination Library and Reach Out and Read has improved
language outcomes®™ and kindergarten readiness™.

7. Expand Caregiver Literacy Engagement

e Literacy programs should include long-term engagement strategies™* and responsive
outreach™,

8. Improve Book Selection Criteria

e Increase access to multilingual books and diverse character representation™",
e Allow children to choose their own books for a more engaging reading experience™".
e Provide shorter concept books for caregivers with limited time and reading skills®™*.

9. Tailor Literacy Initiatives to Community Needs

e Investigate community-based literacy needs in order to create reading cultures®.
e Programs must then work from the inside out, not outside in*i,

10. Create a National Database for Book Distribution Programs

e Many book programs lack coordination, leading to overlaps and inefficiencies.
e A national database can ensure equitable book distribution.

11. Establish a National Literacy Coalition

e A centralized coalition can streamline efforts, share best practices, and advocate for
literacy policies.

e The National Book Access Association is an example of interdisciplinary literacy
advocacy.
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Conclusion

Access to books is a cornerstone of literacy development and educational success. Addressing
book deserts requires policy interventions, research-backed solutions, and collaborative efforts.
By prioritizing book access as a fundamental right, we can transform the literacy landscape and
empower future generations.

For more information, visit www.endbookdeserts.com.

THERE HAS NEVER BEEN AN EFFORT TO WEAVE PROGRAMS
TOGETHER INTO A COLLECTIVE, STRATEGIC GOAL:

TO ENSURE THAT CHILDREN, PARTICULARLY FROM ECONOMICALLY
DISTRESSED HOMES, OWN A PERSONAL BOOK LIBRARY

Neuman et al., 2019, p.27
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