
Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library - 
Giving every child the best start in life

A proven, community-based early literacy 
initiative delivered by United Way Australia

BUILDING A READING 
CULTURE FROM BIRTH

ALIGNMENT WITH THE EARLY YEARS STRATEGY (2024-2034)



In the first five years a child’s brain builds 
the foundations for learning, wellbeing and 
success – long before they start school.

Shared reading between parents and children is one 
of the most powerful, low-cost ways to strengthen 
these foundations. It’s a proven protective factor 
against developmental vulnerability, helping 
children start school ready to thrive.

Literacy is not only an educational outcome – it’s 
a social determinant of health and economic 
participation. Strengthening early literacy reduces 
intergenerational disadvantage and drives better 
outcomes in education, employment and wellbeing.

Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library (Imagination 
Library) is a proven, scalable initiative that builds 
early literacy and strengthens families from birth.

•	 One high-quality, age-appropriate book 
delivered monthly to every child from birth to 
age five

•	 Builds a home library of up to 60 books, 
fostering daily reading habits

•	 Includes tip sheets and to help carers engage 
with the book to drive language development 
 

•	 Wrap- around engagement activities support 
and connect families to other services in the 
community

•	 Place-based approach with strong collaborative 
support from councils, libraries, educators and 
health professionals

•	 Funded through mix of local government, 
philanthropy, local business and state 
government

Delivered at the most powerful moment in a child’s 
development, the Imagination Library transforms 
homes into places of learning and connection.

10 X 
more likely to be 
developmentally 
vulnerable if not 
read to at home1

30+
books at home at  
age 2-3 linked to 

higher NAPLAN scores 
in reading and  
numeracy in  

Year 32

1 IN 3 
Australian children 

do not meet  
Year 3 reading 
benchmarks3

WHY EARLY LITERACY MATTERS

THE CHALLENGE

IMAGINATION LIBRARY



Groundbreaking global research by United Way 
Australia and Macquarie University shows that 
children in the Imagination Library have a significant 
head start in their lifelong learning journey.4

They have more books, greater interest in reading and a 
stronger reading culture in their family home:

•	 After receiving just 10 books, children in Australia 
were twice as likely to show key emerging literacy 
skills including expressive and receptive vocabulary, 
and phonological awareness

•	 Children on the Imagination Library in Australia were 
seven times more likely to be interested in books 
and interact during shared book reading compared 
to those not on the program

•	 Caregivers in Australia were twice as likely to find 
shared book reading more enjoyable after being on 
the program for a year compared to caregivers not 
on the program.

•	 Caregivers with children on the Imagination library 
around the world were significantly more likely to 
read to the child 4 or more days per week and 
have 25 or more children’s books in the home 
compared to those not on the program.

Book-gifting from birth is a proven investment in 
children’s futures.

United Way Australia now holds the world’s largest 
dataset on shared home reading and is working with 
universities in Australia and beyond to develop further 
findings for families, educators and governments. 

Independent analysis by Dandolo Partners (2025) found 
that every $1 invested in the Imagination Library 
returns $10 in long-term benefits to government and 
society through improved literacy, reduced educational 
intervention costs, and stronger workforce participation. 

This was based on data collected by UWA and Macquarie 
University5 and research about the benefits to government 
from an increase in NAPLAN scores conducted by PwC 
Australia on behalf of The Front Project.6

THE EVIDENCE

A PROVEN RETURN ON  
INVESTMENT = 1:10

TAMWORTH:  
A COMMUNITY OF READERS
Tamworth demonstrates what’s 
possible when a whole community 
invests in reading from birth.

Since 2019, 98% of children born in 
Tamworth have been enrolled in the 
Imagination Library.

Health nurses introduce parents to the 
program shortly after birth, libraries 
manage enrolments, and families are 
connected with local literacy events. This 
simple, joined-up model has transformed 
Tamworth into Australia’s largest living 
laboratory for early literacy success – and 
a model that can be replicated nationwide.

Jody’s Story: Tamworth Parent
Jody Peters saw a remarkable change 
in her children’s love for reading after 
enrolling her two younger sons, Leon 
and Kinnon, in the Imagination Library. 
Jody reflects on how her younger children 
have developed strong literacy skills at a 
much earlier age compared to her older 
two children. Leon adores the Baby Book 
Time sessions, and Jody is amazed by 
Kinnon’s growing vocabulary, crediting 
the program for giving them a head start 
in learning.

Jody strongly believes that the early 
exposure to books has given her younger 
children an advantage, setting them on a 
path to literacy far earlier than her older 
children, who did not have access to the 
program. She hopes the Imagination 
Library expands beyond Tamworth to 
benefit children across Australia.



United Way Australia is a community impact 
organisation, focusing on preparing our young people 
for success in life. United Way Australia partners 
with over 480 communities nationwide to deliver 
the Imagination Library, in collaboration with local 
councils, libraries, health and community services. 

We invite government to partner with United Way 
Australia to extend the Imagination Library nationally, 
scaling this proven, community-based model to 
ensure Australian children start school literacy ready.
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PARTNERING FOR IMPACT

Together, we can give every child the best start.

134,620 
children  

registered 

2 MILLION 
books gifted

EARLY YEARS STRATEGY HOW THE IMAGINATION LIBRARY ALIGNS
All children in Australia thrive in their early years. They 
reach their full potential, nurtured by empowered 
and connected families, who in turn are supported by 
strong communities.

The Imagination Library brings this vision to life 
by engaging families – particularly in vulnerable 
communities – in daily shared reading, fostering early 
literacy and connection from birth.

PRIORITY 1 
Valuing the Early Years

Provides every child (0–5 years) with monthly high-
quality books and reading resources, demonstrating 
the value of early learning in the home.

PRIORITY 2 
Empowering Parents, Families and Communities

Equips parents and caregivers with practical tools and 
confidence to support their children’s language and 
literacy development

PRIORITY 3 
Supporting and Collaborating with Communities

Delivered through strong local partnerships with 
councils, libraries, ACCOs and health services, creating a 
network of support around families.

PRIORITY 4 
Strengthening Accountability and Coordination

Offers a scalable, evidence-based model with 
measurable outcomes in literacy, family engagement 
and community participation.


