Croatian prison reading program for detainees and their children
The Spanish Association of Reading and Writing (AELE) organized the 20th European
Conference on Literacy and Sixth Iberoamerican Forum on Literacy and Learning. Both events
took place in Madrid (Spain) from 3 to 6 July, 2017. The European Conference is organized in
collaboration with the International Development in Europe Committee (IDEC) of the
International Literacy Association (ILA) and Federation of European Literacy Associations
(FELA). The Conference motto was "Working together to encourage equity through literacy
communities: a challenge of the 21st century".
The International Literacy Association Award for Innovative Reading Promotion in Europe
2017. is presented to Snježana Berak and Kristina Čunović for an original idea Croatian prison
reading program for parents and children submitted by the Croatian Reading Association
(CroRA). Every two years on a bilingual European Conference on Literacy one project/program
awarded by the International Literacy Association with the International Literacy Association
Award for Innovative Reading Promotion in Europe. In 2017. awarded program was Croatian
prison reading program for detainees and their children and this year the Award Committee
included former IDEC chairpersons (Greg Brooks, EldbjørgTøsdal Lyssand, Meeli Pandis, UllaBritt Persson, Pehr-Olof Rönnholm, Peter Schneck, Ann-Sofie Selin, Gerry Shiel) and was
chaired by Meeli Pandis.
The Croatian Reading Association is a nongovernmental, not-for-profit and voluntary
association whose mission is to encourage, research and promote reading and literacy. CroRA
has many projects among which the most interesting is Croatian prison reading program for
detainees and their children. In Croatia, about 15,000 children have at least one parent in
prison. These children are invisible to the community and are a vulnerable group that are
sometimes direct, but always indirect victims of their parents’ crimes. CroRA was in
partnership with association Parent in Action (RODA) in 2015. and 2016, in a Reading program
for parent’s prisoners in Požega, Glina and Lepoglava penitentiaries with the financial support
from the Croatian Ministry of Social Policy and Youth which recognized this project as one of
the high quality projects oriented towards supporting the family and promoting protection of
children's rights. This pilot-project was only implemented among father’s prisoners and in
three biggest Croatian penitentiaries. By implementing this Reading program we expect to
raise social awareness about the problems, needs and rights of children whose parents are in
prisons, as well as the need for the community to get involved and give support to their
families.
CroRA was involved in this project in the domain of its expertise – promoting the importance
of reading both among grownups and children, and especially reading out loud to children.
Members of CroRA Kristina Čunović, Snježana Berak and Ljiljana Sabljak in cooperation with
Ivana Zanze from association RODA have developed and implemented one-day workshops for
prisoners and prison staff in penitentiaries and they prepared the manual for the
implementation of the Reading programme. They also prepared a list of quality picture books
and books for children and youth which were acquired for the prisoners as part of the

program. The program is organised so that fathers in prison get picture books or books
appropriate for older children, among which they choose a book for their child. They read the
text aloud as if they were reading it to their child directly, and the prison employees assist
them in recording the audio. The audio recording with the book are then sent to the child. This
is a very encouraging way of strengthening or renewing a strained relationship with their
father, especially for young children. Moreover, reading to a child has been proven to provide
strong developmental support in helping a child develop its reading skills, which form the basis
of its literacy and further education.
At least 100 fathers and 200 children participated in the reading program 2015./16 and as
such got the opportunity to bond through reading and listening to chosen picture books and
stories being read aloud. During the hole implementation of the programme all of the planned
activities are being monitored, and there are evaluation questionnaires for every target group.
Evaluation of the Reading program was made according to the results of questionnaires
answered by parents/prisoners, prison staff and the families of the prisoners. Evaluation was
anonymous. In the evaluation fathers/prisoners point out positive emotional changes,
improvement in the communication between them and the child, and overall mutual benefits.
They were mostly satisfied with the collection of chosen books and they were very pleased
with the prison staffs involvement and spoke highly of their engagement and professionalism.
Prison staff's evaluation made it clear that they support the program and mentioned
challenges they faced which were all technical. Prisoner's family members also spoke highly
of the program, and they evaluated that the program strengthens the bond with the father
and helps preserve that bond. Also that it makes the child feel happier and more secure. All
the children listened to the recording and it made them happy, they enjoyed listening to their
father's voice. Most of the family members also stated that the child wanted to write to the
father and expressed a wish to visit him more often.
The Reading Program for the prisoners and children will continue for the next three years
thanks to the financial support of the Ministry of Justice the same way it was implemented as
the pilot project in the Požega penitentiary, and penitentiaries in Glina and Lepoglava and
since recently in the Zagreb prison. It is expected that in the program will participate male and
female prisoners during the three years of its implementation, by which we expect to include
most of the prisoners who were parents of minor children during the time of their sentence.
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