2007 Clear Fund Grant Application—Cause 3

Improve early childhood development for economically disadvantaged, but not special-needs, children in New York City.

I. Population served (one page maximum). Complete this section only if your organization directly provides child care services.

A. Does your organization serve all children whose parents wish to enroll them?  If not, how many applicants have there been in past years, how many have been accepted, and what are your requirements and criteria for choosing them?  (If this is a new program, please provide a sense of your expectations.)

B. Please specify what proportion of the children served are:

1. Learning disabled or special-needs children

2. Economically disadvantaged

3. English language learners

Note that we seek to focus on how you serve economically disadvantaged but not special-needs children; this does not mean we expect you to serve only children fitting this profile.  (An organization serving both special-needs and non-special-needs children is eligible for a grant, contingent on the quality of its service for non-special-needs children.)

Raising A Reader is a national affiliate program that seeks to establish ongoing read-aloud routines in the homes of low-income families with children in the 0-5 age range. Raising A Reader headquarters (our office) developed the program. We provide materials, training, and ongoing technical assistance and network support to affiliates who actually implement the program. Raising A Reader affiliates are separate 501(c)3 organizations who are licensed by us to incorporate the Raising A Reader program into existing child care, home visiting, and adult education programs. In many cases (although not all), they do provide direct services. There are nearly 100 Raising A Reader affiliate partners operating programs in over 160 communities across 33 states, serving over 100,000 children and families annually. The majority of these children are from economically disadvantaged communities, often with parents who have low literacy levels and/or are English language learners. A number of our affiliates also serve children with special needs, but this is not a program focus per se.

Raising A Reader affiliates serve all children within a given program setting (e.g. child care center, home visiting program, adult education class). Affiliates do, however, carefully select the settings for program implementation, generally choosing those with the right combination of high need and provider enthusiasm. (If a child care provider isn’t minimally enthusiastic about fostering read-aloud behavior in children and parents, the program will not be successful.)

II. Program activities and budget (two pages maximum).  

A. Please describe your organization's programming, focusing on the activities that are carried out (not just the organization's goals) and being as specific as possible about what problems these activities address.  For example, if your organization runs an Early Head Start program, please specify who runs it and how your implementation is distinguished from that of other organizations.

The mission of Raising A Reader is to foster healthy brain development, parent-child bonding and early literacy skills critical for school success by engaging parents in a routine of daily “book cuddling” with their children from birth to age five.

Raising A Reader was founded to address the pervasive lack of read-aloud activity—a key contributor to future educational success—in the homes of low-income families. An oft-cited statistic that motivates us in our work is Dr. Marilyn Jager Adams’ finding: by first grade, a typical child from a middle-class income bracket will have had 1000-1700 hours of one-on-one “read-aloud”, compared to 25 hours for a lower-income child.
 Many programs attempt to address this discrepancy by organizing book distributions, providing parent workshops, or orchestrating public awareness campaigns about the value of shared read-aloud experience; however, these solutions only partially tackle this particularly thorny problem. Raising A Reader survey research in the San Francisco Bay Area found that 92% of low-income parents knew that reading with their children was important—yet the vast majority were not acting on this knowledge, lacking (variously) the time, language ability, and high-quality materials to read with their children. We learned that a successful program would not only provide high-quality books and basic instruction in interactive read-aloud, but also stimulate the ongoing behavior changes necessary to establish a longer-term read-aloud routine.

Working through a variety of child care and adult education settings, Raising A Reader programs rotate a set of bright red bags filled with award-winning children’s books into the homes of low-income families on a weekly basis throughout the year. Over the course of the program, children and parents are exposed to between 60 and 104 new books that have been carefully selected for their appealing artwork, age-appropriate language and multicultural themes. Affiliates can customize the book selection according to program size, age range, cultural demographics and language (Raising A Reader books are available in English and Spanish.) The bags are specially designed for children, with chubby handles and thick zippers just right for small hands, and the book bag and its contents quickly become a favorite toy.

In order to remain nimble and scale at a lower cost, Raising A Reader headquarters uses a train-the-trainer model, hosting quarterly three-day trainings for new Raising A Reader affiliates. Before ordering materials and beginning the book bag rotation, RAR coordinators are trained in adult learning strategies, early brain development research, and interactive “read-aloud” techniques that stimulate early brain development and language acquisition. They go on Raising A Reader site visits and share observations about various program implementation styles, learn how to fundraise for and evaluate their programs, and map out sustainability plans. Once trained by headquarters, Raising A Reader coordinators identify program sites, order materials, and train local implementers, who then reach out to low-income parents. In addition to training, each parent receives a fun, colorful DVD, dubbed in 11 different languages, with tips for making read-aloud time a fun experience despite whatever barriers they may face (e.g. low literacy, lack of time, fear of making mistakes, etc.)

Several months into the program, once the weekly red book bag rotation is underway and read-aloud routines are established in the homes, each child is issued a special Blue Library Bag as a reward for having taken such good care of the rotating books. While children learn sharing and returning concepts with the red book bags, the Blue Library Bags are theirs to keep as they build a habit of library usage.  When RAR families walk into the library, often for the first time, the library partners are ready to give them special attention and make them feel at home. 

B. Raising A Reader Budget [for affiliate whose name was deleted by GiveWell due to confidentiality request]
Raising A Reader headquarters is not directly involved in the affiliate budgeting process. By design, Raising A Reader easily integrates into existing structures and is a cost-effective way to deliver significant impact and reach many children with minimal overhead. For most affiliates, the cost of program materials (e.g. book bag kits) is the largest line item. Although each of our affiliate programs varies in size and has a unique budget, most affiliates require funds for the areas identified in the sample budget below. Personnel costs vary according to how a community agency chooses to implement and integrate this program. This budget reflects general costs from Raising A Reader [affiliate name withheld by GiveWell due to confidentiality request], which serves over 7,500 children with one full-time coordinator. The program is housed within United Way of the [location withheld by GiveWell due to confidentiality request], which provides space and administrative services in exchange for 5% of all grant monies received.

	Salary
	
	

	
	Salaries - Professional & Exempt
	60,000.00 

	
	Employee Benefits
	19,800.00 

	
	
	

	Administrative/Processing Fees 

(new - 5% of all grants)
	
	

	
	Detailed listing by Grant:
	

	
	ABC Foundation
	3,750.00 

	
	DEF Foundation
	1,000.00 

	
	GHI Foundation
	1,250.00 

	
	First 5
	2,133.00 

	
	IJK Community Fund
	1,250.00 

	
	LMN Family Fund
	1,250.00 

	
	OPQ Corporate Giving
	1,250.00 

	
	
	

	Program Costs
	

	
	Office and Other Supplies
	250.00 

	
	PC & Other MIS Equipment
	150.00 

	
	Telephone Monthly Service
	In-kind

	
	Postage
	250.00 

	
	Delivery Service
	175.00 

	
	Rent
	In-kind

	
	Printing and Production Services
	300.00 

	
	Duplicating In House
	150.00 

	
	Job Advertising/Recruiting
	100.00 

	
	Travel and Transportation
	2,500.00 

	
	Food Costs - Local Meetings
	200.00 

	
	Conference & Workshop Fees
	250.00 

	
	Miscellaneous Expense
	500.00 

	
	Raising a Reader materials
	110,000.00 

	
	
	

	
	Total Expenses
	206,508.00 

	
	Annual cost per child served
	$27.53


C. What would a significant increase in funding (including, but not limited to, a Clear Fund grant) allow your organization to do that it could not do otherwise?

Over the next four years, Raising A Reader seeks to triple its annual social impact, launching read-aloud movements in both urban and rural communities across the country, strengthening our network of affiliate programs, and building national awareness of our mission. As can be seen from the [affiliate name withheld by GiveWell due to confidentiality request] program budget, Raising A Reader is a program that scales remarkably well—one coordinator can serve 200 children or 2,000. Programs with large amounts of seed funding, e.g. Raising A Reader Massachusetts, have successfully implemented Raising A Reader for over 1,000 children in the first year. This kind of funding is extremely difficult to raise for new programs, however. More often, an organization has to support a full-time coordinator to serve fewer children in the inaugural program year, and growth is gradual, as funders adopt a “wait for local results” approach. Yet time and time again, evaluations from different regions of the country have demonstrated that Raising A Reader works.

Accordingly, Raising A Reader headquarters is seeking grant funding to make challenge grants to communities that are ready to launch Raising A Reader at scale—thereby establishing an efficiency in operations that might otherwise take several years to achieve. We will provide start-up expertise and program materials and we will ask communities to leverage our funding to raise additional program and overhead dollars. To be competitive, programs seeking to become Raising A Reader affiliates through the challenge grant program must have completed a community needs assessment, established a strong and active local advisory committee, identified a fiscal agent to host the program, developed a five-year growth and sustainability plan (including a plan for program evaluation), and raised at least a 1:1 match for funds that headquarters invests in the program. In other words, we are hoping to find communities that have already done most of the work to get Raising A Reader going—people who would do the program whether or not we funded them—and give them the extra resources to scale more quickly.

Given The Clear Fund’s interest in serving children in New York, we would apply any funds received from The Clear Fund toward building a strong New York program. We have an existing program in Brooklyn and a prospective partner in Manhattan, both of which have the capacity to serve hundreds of children.

III. Program evaluation (one page maximum, except for attachments to part B).

A. What is your process for evaluating the effects of your activities on children's development, particularly their physical and mental health and their later ability to succeed academically?

Over the past eight years, we have identified five key conditions that, in combination, lead to the desired behavior changes reflected in our mission. These are:

· The child drives the process: RAR uses center-based story time, peer effects, and gorgeous, age-appropriate materials to get children excited about picture books and shared reading. Most early literacy programs target parents through training and public awareness campaigns using “should messages.” RAR has a different approach: children discover the magic of books and run home each week to share them with their parents. Their excitement is contagious! 

· The program is “turnkey”: Recognizing how over-extended many program implementers are, RAR was developed to be a simple “out of the box” program that requires minimal administrative time and can be adapted to a variety of different settings serving low-income families (e.g. child care, adult education, preschool, housing developments, and home visiting programs). 

· Professionals are trained: Community coordinators train program implementers in advanced “read-aloud” and early brain development, giving them the tools to pass this knowledge on to parents through a train-the-trainer model.

· Parents begin sharing books with their children: Parents are trained in effective read-aloud techniques through culturally-sensitive tools designed to address barriers and stimulate the fun and creativity inherent in storytelling. The weekly stimulus of excited children bringing home new books to share helps to foster family read-aloud routines.

· Families use libraries: To sustain the routines that families develop, RAR uses ceremony and a child-driven process to introduce families to an often underused resource, the local public library. 

Together, these five catalysts represent Raising A Reader’s theory of change. If we can establish that they are happening, we can be fairly certain that we are achieving our mission. Raising A Reader headquarters partners with renowned evaluation experts to measure impact on the child, the parent and the program implementer. The following studies are currently underway:  

· A ground-breaking, longitudinal study of RAR’s effect on parent-child bonding and language acquisition among families with 9-24 month-old children conducted by Stanford-based researchers. Promising preliminary findings were shared at conferences in Spring 2007.

· A rigorous three-year evaluation of RAR’s impact on Texas’ state-mandated pilot effort to improve kindergarten readiness, funded by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation and run by Dr. Susan Landry at UT-H. They are examining child outcomes and parent behavior shifts.

· A 2006-2007 evaluation of RAR’s impact on members of the Western Cherokee Nation in Oklahoma. Preliminary results show significant changes in family reading behavior and library visits. 

Raising A Reader also equips affiliates to assess their own local efforts through a variety of qualitative and quantitative methodologies that include a pre/post survey of parent-child “read-aloud” behavior. This year, RAR developed a comprehensive evaluation handbook and analysis tool to build the capacity of affiliates to frame a valid sample size, compute statistical significance, aggregate data and create reports for funders and community members. Affiliates are required to measure site delivery in terms of our Standards of Excellence, scoring program compliance with the Site Evaluation Rubric.

A dozen independent evaluations have proven that the RAR approach works, significantly improving both family read-aloud behavior and kindergarten readiness. Please refer to attachments for more detailed information. Some highlights from the 2003 San Francisco evaluation:

· The program has demonstrated a 471% increase in the percentage of low-income parents sharing books with their children five or more times each week. 

· Head Start children in RAR for 8 months tested at least twice as high as the national norms for Head Start children in readiness skills of book knowledge, print concepts and story comprehension.

· There was a 337% growth in the percentage of Spanish-speaking parents taking their children to the library at least once a month. 

B. Please attach any available written reports (whether internal or by independent third parties) about the impact of your activities on physical and mental health, and if possible on later academic performance.  Note that there is no page limit on attachments; please send all relevant reports you have available, and please send full reports rather than summaries, even if it means sending hundreds of pages.  When we find a claim particularly important we strongly prefer to see the entire study behind it, so it is best to send everything that is available.  

IV. Optional: other support for program activities (one page maximum).  Please give any independent reasons your organization has for believing that your activities represent an excellent and superior way of helping to improve early childhood development for economically disadvantaged, but not special-needs, children in New York City.  Please reference not only informal observations, but any independent studies that have influenced your belief in the value of your activities – for example, if you provide an Early Head Start program, please reference studies on the general effects of this type of program (even if they don't refer specifically to your own organization's activities).  There is no need to attach these studies, but please provide enough bibliographic information so that we can find them ourselves if necessary.

Language and literacy skills are prerequisites to knowledge and opportunity and unlock the doors of education and future success. Access to these skills begins at home and they begin developing—or not—during a critical window of early brain development in the first five years of life
. Researchers have found that a modest investment during these early years can lead to significant gains in the future
; however, funding for this age group is limited and a third of America’s children enter kindergarten lacking basic pre-reading skills that have proven to have an effect on high-school graduation and life success
. Unfortunately, factors most commonly correlated with this educational disadvantage include race and ethnicity, poverty, and limited English proficiency
. The typical middle-class child enters first grade with 1,000-1,700 hours of one-on-one picture book sharing, whereas a child from a low-income family averages just 25 hours
--yet experts agree that one-on-one picture book sharing is the single most important thing that parents can do to prepare their children for kindergarten
. This individualized time produces the unmatched benefit of parent-child bonding, essential for developing resiliency, an ability critical for children, especially those in poverty. 

In early focus groups, a majority of the low-income families surveyed by Raising A Reader knew that “read-aloud” was important but cited numerous life challenges that made it difficult, including finding time while balancing multiple jobs, lack confidence in their own literacy skills, and language barriers. Lacking solutions, these barriers seemed insurmountable. Raising A Reader’s theory of change grew out of these early parent surveys and focus groups and draws heavily on research about human behavior motivation, early brain development, and the power of storytelling as a bridge between conversation and reading.

Raising A Reader fills an important niche between the high-cost, high-intensity home visiting models and broad-scale, limited-impact book give-away programs. To our knowledge, no other growing national early literacy program has the unique combination of infrastructure, experience, proven theory of change, and low cost/scalability that characterizes Raising A Reader. From the outset, the program was designed to scale efficiently, with a goal of building systemic, coordinated, community-wide movements promoting “read-aloud”, reaching at-risk households with children ages 0-5. RAR fosters coordination across traditional silos and between early care and kindergarten, encouraging communities to work collectively to bring RAR into multiple settings, including Head Start, family child care homes, home visiting programs (e.g. Parents as Teachers) and adult education classes.

V. Confidentiality.  Please be specific about any part of this application that you would like to remain confidential.  We believe transparency and public accountability are extremely important, and in general we have a preference to recommend and fund charities that are committed to sharing the details of their work as much as possible.  However, this commitment is only one factor in our decision-making process, and we will respect any requests you make regarding confidentiality.

The family bonding study with Stanford Schools of Medicine and Education provided a preliminary abstract for review, but the researchers request that you withhold the abstract from the public for now. The researchers are currently completing their analysis and writing articles to submit to early childhood journals and will be more than happy to provide a final report when it is available. The abstract is for your review purposes only.

Also, we’ve omitted the individual funder names on the budget details at the request of affiliates. We would prefer that you not share the name of the affiliate publicly to keep salaries confidential.
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