
Health Literacy Iowa

•Mission:
–Promote and facilitate the ability of all Iowans to use 

effective communication to optimize their health

•What does this look like for promoting early 
literacy?
–Reach Out and Read as a prevention strategy

•Prevent low literacy and low health literacy among children and 

families through partnering with Reach Out and Read Iowa to 

foster early literacy 



Health Literacy

•The degree to which individuals have the capacity 

to obtain, process, and understand basic health 

information and services needed to make 

appropriate health decisions. (Institute of Medicine, 2004)

•Literacy is a predictor of health status—a stronger 

predictor than age, income, employment status, 

education level, or racial and ethnic group. (AMA)



Reach Out and Read

Reach Out and Read prepares America’s youngest 

children to succeed in school by partnering with 

doctors to prescribe books and encourage families 

to read together.

Reach Out and Read makes literacy promotion a 

standard part of pediatric primary care, so that 

children grow up with books and a love of 

reading.



Reach Out and Read:

3-Part Evidence-Based Model

At every health supervision visit for children aged 

6 months through 5 years:

Â Medical providers encourage parents to read aloud and 

offer age-specific anticipatory guidance

Â Providers give a new developmentally-appropriate 

book to take home and keep

Â Literacy-rich waiting areas foster early literacy



In the Exam Room:

Anticipatory Guidance

Â Building the foundation for emergent literacy

Â Reading aloud:

Â Stimulates language development even 

before a child can talk

Â Promotes a love of books & is fun 

Â Links books with a parent’s voice/attention

Â Helps parents with age-appropriate expectations



Books Given in the Exam Room

Â At each health supervision visit, a 

child aged 6 mos. through 5 years 

receives a new, developmentally-

appropriate book to keep.

Â Before kindergarten, a child 

receives 10 books.

Â Books introduced early in the visit 

& integrated into the examination 

within the context of other 

anticipatory guidance.



Literacy-Rich Waiting Areas

Â Displays about books, 

libraries, family literacy 

opportunities

Â Gently-used books

Â Where possible, volunteer 

readers demonstrate reading 

aloud techniques



Reach Out and Read is a National Program

Â In over 4,500 locations in all 50 states, DC, Puerto Rico, 

and U.S. Virgin Islands

Â Serves 3.9 million children from low-income families 

annually

Â 80% below 2x poverty level

Â Distributes over 6 million books per year

ÂOver 25 million books since 1989

Â 38 city, state, and regional Coalitions

Â More than 26,000 medical providers participate

Â More than 350,000 hours from community volunteers



Reach Out and Read is an Iowa Program

Â 77 clinical locations throughout Iowa

Â Serves over 54,000 children annually, mainly from low-

income families

Â Distributes over 86,000 books per year

Â Began in 2006, and has distributed over 250,000 books





The Problem:  Children Growing Up Without 

Books and Reading

Â Reading is the most important skill 
children need to succeed in 
school.

Â Children growing up in poverty, 
minority children, and children in 
non-English-speaking households 
are less likely to be read to.

Â Children growing up in poverty are 
exposed to less language, and 
this is reflected in their vocabulary 
skills before school entry.



•A typical middle-class child:

–Enters first grade with ~1,000 hours of being 

read to, while the corresponding child from a 

low-income family averages just 25.

–Hears 30 million more words than a child from a 

low income family.*

–At age 5 years, is able to identify 22 letters and 

sounds of the alphabet, compared to just 9 

letters for a child from a low-income family. **

*   Hart-Risley

**  Worden & Boettcher 1990; Ehri & Roberts, 2006 



•Children who enter school unprepared are highly 

likely to never catch up.

–88% of first graders who are below grade level in reading 

will continue to read below grade level in fourth grade.* 

•Fourth grade:  when children transition from 

learning to read to reading to learn.

•In some states, failure rate on 3rd grade reading 

tests used to project  number of jail cells needed 

when those 3rd graders are adults.**

*Juel, 1988.        ** Ensuring Success. Association of Small Foundations, 2008.



Iowa - 2009

•Ranked 23rd in percentage of 4th grade public 

school students who scored below proficient 

reading levels.

–66% were not proficient.

•White - 64%

•Black - 78%

•Hispanic - 80%

•Eligible for free/reduced-price lunch - 79% (compared to 58% of 

those not eligible)

Measured by the National Assessment of Educational Progress. Early Warning. Why Reading by the End of 

Third Grade Matters. Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2010



Reading Aloud & Language Development

•Reading aloud familiarizes children with language 

found in books & stimulates vocabulary growth.

–Books contain 50% more rare words than prime-time TV 

or college students’ conversations.

–More complex vocabulary adults use when interacting w/ 

children around book

–Opportunities for use of decontextualized language (to 

communicate new information to those who have little 

experience w/ the context of the information)

Duursma, Augustyn, Zuckerman, 2008



Reading Aloud as a Shared Experience

•Involves parents & other important adults in focused interaction

•Promotes joint attention

–Receptive:  asking children to point, touch, show

–Expressive:  asking about the text

•Dialogic reading

•Children in low-income families often have less access to 

printed materials in the home.

•Non-immediate talk –goes beyond the text or pictures to make 

connections, predictions, describe internal state of characters, 

evaluate story

Duursma, Augustyn, Zuckerman, 2008



Iowa…

•16th in number of children aged 0-5 years read to 
every day
–53% - every day*

–10% - less than 3 times a week**

*   Reading Across the Nation Chartbook, 2007

**  Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2010



Evidence base for literacy promotion in 

primary health care:  What happens when 

providers intervene?

14 research studies show Reach Out and Read:

–Increases amount of time parents spend reading to their 

children

–Improves parents’ and children’s attitudes about reading

–Leads to higher language and vocabulary scores among 

toddlers, providing a 6-month developmental gain that 

creates a foundation for developing reading skills 



Reach Out and Read…

ÂPromotes early literacy through primary care clinics 

because medical providers:

ÂReach most parents and children 

ÂHave repeated one-on-one contact with families

ÂProvide trusted guidance about children’s 

development

ÂMay serve as the only source of formalized 

support for poor families



Reach Out and Read Iowa

1. Builds community partnerships to raise awareness 

of its mission & support program components

2. Recruits new and supports existing sites, ensuring 

quality via training, technical assistance, and site 

visits

3. Identifies financial support to deliver the full 5-year 

program at a cost of only $50 per child.



Reach Out and Read Iowa and Partnerships

Every Child Reads ïA Collaborative Initiative



Johnston Public Library

Teen Advisory Board
Kids Helping Kids in the Flood

•Raised money

•Book stickers & Bookmarks

•Helped deliver books



Marshalltown Reach Out and Read & 

Empowerment



Leyendo Juntos (Reading Together) for 

children in Spanish-speaking families

Â Spanish-only and bilingual books

Â Culturally-appropriate messages for parents

Â Literacy resources for providers with limited 
Spanish



Books Matter –Primary Prevention

• Early literacy skills (book handling, picture naming, story structure, sounds & 

letters)

• Increased language exposure -> early language skills

– Foundation for later reading ability

– Based primarily on language exposure from parents & other adults talking to 

young children.

• Children who are read to - more likely to learn to read on schedule in 

early grades

• Children who learn to read on schedule in early grades - more likely to 

succeed in school

• Children who fall behind in early grades - at risk to read below grade 

level all through school

• Children who succeed in school - more likely to succeed in life



Secondary & Tertiary Prevention

•ñWhat Did the Doctor Say?:ò 

Improving Health Literacy to Protect Patient Safety

•Reach Out and Read as a:
–precedent for addressing literacy in health care

–vehicle for opening discussions with parents about literacy

•Secondary & tertiary prevention among adult 
caregivers
–helps providers explore parents’ reading comfort & 

respond appropriately (e.g., improved communication, 
referral to adult reading programs)


