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Progress in reducing child mortality in low- and middle-income countries
(LMIC) has created an opportunity to take the next step in improving
children’s lives: promoting their early development. Every year, ∼249
million children, mainly from LMIC, fail to reach their developmental
potential.1 Loss of developmental potential is a consequence of both
biological risk factors (such as malnutrition and illness) and insufficient
cognitive stimulation, and successful programs are used to address both
types of risk.2,3

Social change has accelerated globally, with important implications for
families who are adapting to a world that is increasingly urban and
formally educated.4 Concurrently, early childhood development (ECD) has
increasingly been prioritized as a means for improving not only the
outcomes for individual children but also the social and economic well-
being of whole societies.5 Notably, the recently ratified United Nation
Sustainable Development Goals include ECD for the first time, with the
ambitious target of ensuring that all children have access to quality ECD
and preprimary education by 2030 so that they are ready for primary
education.6 However, brain development starts well before children enter
preschool,7 so to maximize effectiveness, ECD interventions need to be
scalable to reach children in the first years of life and need to occur in the
home where young children spend most of their time.

Our goal for this commentary is to suggest that the availability of books in
the home that parents or older siblings can share with young children will
be an important component of any optimal ECD strategy, in addition to
high-quality preschool programs. Although the unique value of early
exposure to picture books in laying the cognitive, linguistic, attentional,
and motivational foundations for later learning is now generally
recognized,8 this insight has yet to be incorporated into interventions in
the context of LMIC.

Leading international organizations now recognize the central role of early
caregiving in supporting children’s development, giving a nod to early
literacy without giving it the prominence it deserves. Early learning
approaches described by the Nurturing Care Framework, an evidence-
based policy roadmap developed by the World Health Organization, the
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United Nations Children’s Fund, the
World Bank, and others, emphasize
the importance of early relationships
based on interactions that are
responsive and developmentally
enriching.9 The 5 components of the
framework are good health, adequate
nutrition, responsive caregiving,
security and safety, and opportunities
for early learning, including access to
toys and books. Although books and
toys are mentioned together, these
elements are not equivalent. Toys and
play materials often have a short half-
life, holding children’s interest only
briefly. By contrast, picture books
often become special treasures
because children demand that their
parents read to them over and over,
and the book-centered interaction
grows in complexity to match the
child’s developmental progress.10

The likely key to why young children
particularly value books is because
they are shared with parents or other
special people in a child’s life. Book
sharing is a powerful early learning
experience because it involves joint
attention, language interaction,
and shared enjoyment; it is also
unhurried. Joint attention supports
positive, reciprocal interactions and
helps parents scaffold and entrain
a young child’s attention span.11

Pointing and naming that is focused
on picture books stimulate language
development in the youngest
children, as does dialogic reading
(asking linked questions to create
dialogue in toddlers and older
children). The neurobiological basis
of how conversational aspects of book
sharing promotes children’s language
skills has been described.12

Reciprocal, enjoyable interactions
build social-emotional connection and
resilience and may foster theory of
mind or the ability to take another’s
perspective (ie, understand that
others have different thoughts and
feelings). Younger and older siblings
may benefit, as well as parents, when
regular reading aloud is adopted as
a practice. Thus, book sharing and

reading are a mechanism for helping
families adapt to a new economy that
favors literacy and interpersonal and
communication skills.

Barriers to implementation of book-
based interventions in LMIC include
parental literacy, distribution, and
cost. Despite steady advances,
illiteracy among women in LMIC
poses a special challenge to picture-
book use.13 For preschool-aged
children, however, parents who are
unable to read can still be effective in
instilling a love of books. The rewards
of book sharing do not depend on
parents reading the words on the
page but rather are maximized when
parents venture beyond the text; elicit
touching, pointing, and naming; and
ask children questions.14 It is the
free-response verbal interaction that
engages young children and
stimulates their brains far more than
recitation of the printed words.15 In
a low-income Mexican setting, for
example, training day care providers
to engage with children in verbal
dialogues rather than reading the
words resulted in significant gains in
vocabulary, a robust predictor of
school success.16 Many parents who
do not read fluently can nonetheless
help their children identify letters and
the sounds they make. Parents with
low literacy skills are often highly
motivated to support the
development of literacy in their
children.17

The key to teaching parents to create
optimal book-sharing interactions is
to give them age-appropriate and
culturally appropriate books and
model effective book-sharing
techniques. In the LMIC context,
videos of people from local contexts
can be used to disseminate these
skills. This approach has been
implemented and is being evaluated
in a randomized controlled trial of
100 rural villages in China. Limited
parental literacy should be seen
as an opportunity for effective
intergenerational intervention, rather
than as a barrier.

A variety of models for book
distribution have been tried. Books
can be distributed through parent
groups and returned or, as in
Ethiopia, exchanged through mothers’
group meetings so that children and
parents can be exposed to a variety of
different books. Books can be given to
children in health or nutrition centers
when they receive immunizations,
which may confer an added benefit
of greater compliance for
immunizations. In Turkey, picture
books have been distributed in the
context of medical visits for acute
illness as part of the United
Nations Children’s Fund Care for
Development Intervention, with the
recognition that these visits often
provide the only opportunity for
access to families by professionals.18

Common to all of these approaches is
their aim that books are available in
the home and shared with young
children, not stored in a special place
and saved for fear of damage.

Cost is another concern, but it need
not be prohibitive. At a country level,
investment in a publishing house to
produce children’s books instead of
purchasing them abroad can create
jobs, contribute economically, keep
prices affordable, and ensure access
to culturally relevant books and
pictures. The substantial cost-benefit
advantage of early interventions to
support child development has been
amply documented.19

Evidence is emerging for the
effectiveness of book-based early
childhood interventions in LMIC. The
Reach Out and Read program, which
has been extensively validated for
low-income families in the United
States,20 has been successfully
implemented in rural India,21 Taiwan,
the Philippines, and Israel as well as
in rural and lower-income regions in
Canada and Italy.22 A randomized
controlled trial in South Africa of
14- to 16-month-old children revealed
that children whose parents were
trained to provide dialogic book
sharing for 8 weeks knew more
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words and showed increased
attention compared with children
who receive no intervention.23 As has
been demonstrated by the Reach Out
and Read program,20 pediatricians
can play a special role in these efforts
by lending verbal support for
community-based efforts, distributing
books at health visits, providing
examples with volunteers or videos
of developmentally appropriate
strategies for book sharing, and
having books in waiting rooms.20

CONCLUSIONS

We suggest that the availability of
books and book sharing between
parents, older siblings, and/or
relatives and young children in LMIC
is an important next step, along with
the institution of high-quality early
preschool programs, to improve
children’s intellectual and social-
emotional development and their
long-term economic well-being.24

Books constitute a simple, scalable,
and sustainable intervention that
engages parents in advancing ECD
globally.

ABBREVIATIONS

ECD: early childhood development
LMIC: low- and middle-income

countries
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