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2. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 

2.1 There is a compelling case for investing in early reading within North 
Lincolnshire. While we have secured strong gains in the proportion of 
children achieving the standard for a ‘good level of development’ by age 5 
and narrowed the achievement gap between the least able and their peers, 
we know that early reading and writing skills continue to be a challenge. For 
too many children, weaknesses in these key skills are an inhibiting factor that 
persists throughout their primary age education. The recently introduced 
phonics screening check shows that North Lincolnshire children are three 
percentage points behind national outcomes for decoding the written word at 
age 7. 

 
2.2 The wider benefits of developing early communication skills are well 

documented. Conversely, research shows that failure to properly support 
speech, language and communication development from birth has 
significant, negative, and long term impacts on educational attainment, 
mental health, social inclusion and participation, and levels of youth 
offending. Communication is one of the ten core life skills listed by UNICEF, 
UNESCO and the World Health Organisation. It is at the core of all social 
interaction: without effective communication skills children will struggle to 
learn, achieve, make friends and interact with the world around them. 
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1. OBJECT AND KEY POINTS IN THIS REPORT 
 

1.1  This report makes the case for piloting the Imagination Library within North 
Lincolnshire as a means to improving reading skills for our youngest children, 
promoting family engagement with libraries, Children’s Centres and other 
services, and laying the foundations of ‘school readiness’.  

 
1.2 The administration of the pilot would be linked to Children’s Centres in the pilot 

areas on the Isle of Axholme.  
 
1.3 A North Lincolnshire Imagination Library Board would need to be established to 

provide oversight of future scale up across North Lincolnshire and to deliver 
long term sustainability. 



 

2.3 North Lincolnshire has a Communication Strategy that outlines a vision for all 
children and young people to become confident, competent communicators. 
We recognise that by working across Council services and with partner 
organisations to support children and their families from birth, we are helping 
to transform their life chances and encourage the best chance of becoming 
successful adults within the community. The Imagination Library provides a 
further opportunity to deliver the aims of the Communication Strategy and to 
enhance links between parents and other services, such as Children’s 
Centres.  

 
2.4  The Imagination Library was founded in 1996 by Dolly Parton to benefit the 

children of her home county in East Tennessee.  In 2007 the Dollywood 
Foundation of the United Kingdom was launched. The aim is to encourage a 
love for reading among pre-school children and their families and to generate 
an excitement about books. The Imagination Library provides a brand new, 
age appropriate book each month to children under 5 years old, delivered 
directly to their home. The programme promotes parental engagement in a 
child’s early learning experiences, encourages reading to a child early and 
often, and promotes the use of library services. A love of language through 
stories and rhyme supports positive dispositions to learning, language and 
literacy providing a firm and positive foundation as children enters formal 
educational at five years old.   

 
 
3. OPTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 
 

3.1 Option 1: To approve a pilot of the Imagination Library as outlined.  
 
 Pilot areas for the Imagination Library have been identified from historical 

performance data and linked to the reach areas of Children Centres. The 
Children Centres will provide a focal point for organising the programme and 
ensuring that the monthly books are a catalyst for engagement in the wider 
service offer, including local libraries. The proposed pilot area covers the Isle 
of Axholme and utilises the Epworth Children’s Centre and North Axholme 
Children’s Centre including both the Crowle and Althorpe & Keadby sites.  

 
Across the Isle the scheme would start with children from birth. To give a 
more intensive pilot in one area, all children aged birth to four will be included 
within the reach area of the North Axholme Children’s Centre.    

 
The pilot is initially planned for one year, funded from resources allocated to 
raising achievement. The ongoing monitoring and evaluation will inform 
future decision making on scale up across the North Lincolnshire area. 
Evidence of increased reading and engagement with books within the home, 
indications of wider participation with services such as libraries and Children 
Centres and the multiplying effect across Council services will inform the 
impact evaluation of the pilot. Over time, quantifiable evidence of impact on 
children’s development would be expected.   

 
A North Lincolnshire Imagination Library Board will need to be established to 
provide oversight of the project. Initially concerned with a successful launch 
of the pilot, the board will quickly need generate options for sustaining the 



 

programme beyond the pilot. This includes securing funding options for scale 
up and the support of organisations beyond the Council, such as industry, 
commerce, individuals and partner organisations. The ambition is to 
eventually involve children from birth to 5 across the whole of North 
Lincolnshire.   

 
3.2 Option 2: To continue to deliver the existing Communication Strategy as 

planned without incorporating the Imagination Library pilot. 
 
 

4. ANALYSIS OF OPTIONS 
  

4.1. Option 1 will allow North Lincolnshire to explore the benefits of the Imagination 
Library in terms of child development, addressing a locally identified cause of 
underperformance for our youngest children. There are opportunities to 
promote the use and increased access, by children and parents, of library 
services. Access to the 'Dollywood branding adds significantly to the profile of 
the scheme and presents opportunities to generate positive publicity. The 
lessons learned will allow for a more successful and efficient scale up should 
this be the next step. Establishing a North Lincolnshire Imagination Library 
Board will provide scrutiny and oversight of the pilot and a vehicle for 
encouraging a range of partners to become involved over the long term. 

 
4.2 Option 2 means that the existing strategy will still be delivered without the 

additional benefits of the Imagination Library. However, the pilot is within 
allocated budget for 2012/13 and there is a significant invest to save element 
over the long term as more children become ‘school ready’, families become 
more engaged in reading and better connected to services such as libraries.  

 
 
5. RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS (FINANCIAL, STAFFING, PROPERTY, IT) 
 

5.1 The costs of the one year pilot are met from existing resource allocation. The 
cost of the scheme is £24 per child per year which based on the populations 
within the pilot areas would cost a maximum of £10,632 for 12 months. 

 
Pilot one Birth to one 0ne to two  Two to three Three to 

Four 
Total 
Cost 
Year 1 

North 
Axholme 
Children’s 
Centre 

(included 
below) 

 

85 85 
 

85 £6,120 

Isle wide area 
birth to one 
 

188    £4,512 

 
 
 
   
 



 

6. OTHER IMPLICATIONS (STATUTORY, ENVIRONMENTAL, DIVERSITY, 
SECTION 17 - CRIME AND DISORDER, RISK AND OTHER) 

 
6.1  There are no direct implications not covered by the body of the report. As this 

is a universal offer within the pilot areas, there are no perceived diversity 
issues.   

 
 
7. OUTCOMES OF CONSULTATION 
 

7.1  There has been no direct consultation on the Imagination Library pilot 
proposal, but other consultation exercises indicate that it should be positively 
received. As a result of the Council’s residents’ survey in December 2011 
residents identified education outcomes as a priority.  The Youth Council was 
previously consulted in relation to the Communication Strategy. 

 
 
8. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

8.1 That the Imagination Library scheme be launched as a pilot in the first 
instance for all babies within the Children’s Centre catchment area on the 
Isle of Axholme and for all children from birth to 4 years within the North 
Axholme Children’s Centre catchment area. 

 
 8.2 That the pilot is administered through the Children’s Centres.  
 

8.3 That a North Lincolnshire Imagination Library Board is established to ensure 
the long term sustainability of the programme.  
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