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An Appraisal of Bookstart in Sighthill. 
Research Highlights.

Adapted from “An Appraisal of Bookstart in Sighthill, Edinburgh.  Final Report to Bookstart Scotland” by J. Spratt & K. Philip, October 2007.

Sighthill is an area of deprivation, on the outskirts of Edinburgh, described by participants as having high unemployment and low levels of literacy. The physical landscape is dominated by high rise blocks and there is little in the way of open space for parents and children to spend their leisure time. Nestled at the heart of this development is Sighthill Library – which forms the focus of the work reported here. The Bookstart project in Sighthill Library covers Sighthill and the neighbouring areas of Parkhead, Broomhouse and Saughton.

This evaluation was based on evidence collated through parent focus groups and interviews with professionals involved in the Bookstart in Sighthill programme.
Key findings from the evaluation were:

· Bookstart undoubtedly encouraged parents to read with their children and that without Bookstart intervention it is very likely that book sharing would not have taken place in a number of households.
· Parents felt that sharing books with their young children helped with the parent and child relationship and helped to develop their child’s vocabulary.
· Parents valued getting their Bookstart pack and many reported how much they enjoyed attending Bookstart Rhymetimes.

· The Bookstart Project worker helped embed the programme in the community and through a range of activities Bookstart in Sighthill has enhanced the opportunities for parents and young children to use and enjoy books
· Through becoming familiar with the library via Bookstart, Bookstart children from the Sighthill area continued to use and visit the library when they were school age.

Amongst parents who participated in this study, there was general agreement that the Bookstart bags had been a welcome gift, providing books of a high quality, both in terms of content and durability. Some parents referred to Bookstart books as featuring amongst their children’s enduring favourites. 
Two Health visitors were also interviewed in this study, both of whom viewed the gifting of books positively. One commented on the importance of the universality of the gifting, saying:
I think that the fact that it’s given to everybody makes people feel like they are not singled out so I think that is very positive.

For a number of the focus group parents, the gifting of books introduced them to the concept of book sharing at an earlier age than they had expected. One young woman remarked:

I had some bath books and stuff, but I didn’t actually have any proper sort of books until I got these ones off the health visitor, and I then started going to the library and getting them more often and actually reading to them when they were babies
Focus Group Parent
Two parents within the group felt they definitely would not have read to their child without Bookstart’s help. While some parents felt that they would have read avidly to their child anyway, other parents in the group felt Bookstart had boosted their confidence in reading with their child, giving them ideas about how to read with a baby and started them reading earlier and more often than they otherwise would have.
[My daughter] loves books, its one of her favourite things and I would never have thought that if I hadn’t come here, maybe wouldn’t even have introduced books really. 
Focus Group Parent
This shows us that Bookstart definitely helped many of these parents to read more with their child and gave them ideas about what kind of books to read.  Bookstart can be seen to have started some of these parents off on the road to reading with their young child, where otherwise they might never have done so.

It’s so difficult when they are young and they are not able to communicate or anything. You really want to know their dislikes and likes and the one thing that you can do is read. You can sit on the couch, you know, and they are quite happy. Especially when they’re not walking and talking yet, they are quite happy just to sit there                                                                                       

 Focus Group Parent
Parents also commented on the role that books had in developing their children’s vocabulary and understanding. One mother described her recent induction at the local nursery:
They asked lots of questions about colours and counting, books, stories she likes, and they could not believe how much we had to fill in this form. That is definitely just coming from what she learnt at Rhymetime and from books, without a doubt. 
A very strong theme which emerged from the data was the way in which books played an integral role in the parent / child relationship. Offering an activity through which they could be physically close, whilst communicating intensively, book-sharing was seen to very rewarding:

It brings you closer together because we can sit and have a cuddle and reading and we can get really close and just have a bit of time to ourselves, …… which I think she really appreciates as well, it’s a chance to calm down and rest herself for a bit before she goes off again.
The Bookstart Project Worker was keenly aware of the barriers that may prevent some parents from accessing the library, and consequently devoted much of her time to engaging with families through outreach work. In some cases this involved working with vulnerable families on a one-to-one basis as described here:

Parents who have low self confidence are referred from health visitors to me for one-to-one, which continues until they want to come along to Rhymetime, or until they no longer need require home visits. (Sighthill Project Worker)
You know, not every parent is confident enough to come in here [library] and I have been in houses where there are no books. So we gift books as well, so there shouldn’t be any barriers to people accessing books. (Sighthill Project Worker)
Bookstart and Beyond:
Since the inception of Bookstart in Sighthill library, a change has been noticed in the use of the library by school aged children. One of the effects of Bookstart Rhymetime was that it familiarised children with the library setting, and once they were older, some of the same children then chose to spend their free time in the library. The Library Officer reported that the majority of primary school children who used the library had been ‘Rhymetime babies’ and were therefore known to the staff:

When they [children] hit five the parents are a bit more comfortable about letting them out on their own. Suddenly they are straight back into the library. And one of the things they talk about is Bookstart and how they used to go to Bookstart. And then we get them involved in other reading initiatives we have throughout the summer and things like that.
For further information about Bookstart and to download the full version of this evaluation please visit www.bookstart.org.uk
