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I. Executive Summary

The Raising A Reader Program was perceived by the parents, child care center directors, and teachers, who participated in a total of five focus groups, as tremendously valuable. The common themes that emerged across the three respondent groups included:

· Increased awareness by parents of the range of library resources.

· Increased knowledge of how to read stories with infants, toddlers, and preschoolers.

· Child and parent enthusiasm about using the book bags and receiving the books.

· Teacher and parent use of the book bags as organizing tools for children.

· Teacher and parent awareness and use of the book bags and reading to help specific children transition from physical activity to rest time.

Each group also reported perceptions of the program’s impact that were specific to their roles in caring for the participating children. Parents reported the impact of the program on their specific child and family, whereas directors described center-related issues, and teachers addressed the impact of the program on curriculum and classroom activities. The following group-specific themes best illustrate the success of the program.

Parent perceptions of the program’s impact included:

· Increased father participation in reading and bedtime routines.

· Increased awareness that books and reading are important in infant and toddler development.

· Increased awareness of the variety and value of culturally and ethnically diverse books.

· Positive interest and involvement of younger and older siblings in reading.

· Identified child responsibility for the books and the book bags as positive preparation for transition to public school kindergarten. 

Director perceptions of the program’s impact included:

· The level of center enthusiasm increased after the parent orientations and generally remained high throughout the course of the year. 

· The variety and quality of books was excellent.

· The extent of the tangible resources provided was surprising and greatly appreciated (e.g., number of age appropriate books for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers. Book bags, parent videos, and written learning materials).

Teacher perceptions of the program’s impact included:

· The program engaged low-income parents who had previously not used the library to read with their children from the book bag books. Teachers perceived that these parents were beginning to feel more confident about checking books out of the library.

· Incorporated book bag exchanges into group time, providing additional learning and self-esteem building opportunities for children.

· Increased awareness of the importance of early literacy and reading activities that resulted for some in extension of story time activities. 

· Learned how to use the book bags and books to assist specific children with attention and self-regulation challenges to regain focus.

Focus group participants strongly recommended that the program continue. Moreover, parents and childcare providers discussed ways to expand the book bag approach beyond preschool and into kindergarten. In the interests of sustaining the program, participants suggested developing book exchanges and other self-generated approaches to continue to access a variety of books for the centers to distribute. 

The results of the focus groups strongly suggested that the Raising A Reader Program was effective in producing that positive outcomes anticipated. Moreover, important unanticipated outcomes for families and teachers were also strongly evident. The strong leadership from the program manager and center directors also appeared to contribute greatly to the success of this service. 

II. Introduction

This report presents the results of five focus groups conducted in late April and early May 2005. Three parent groups, one director group, and one teacher group were conducted. The reported findings include perceptions of 33 parents, 6 directors and 23 teachers from 16 participating centers in East Multnomah County. The results of analysis of the focus group data documented overwhelmingly positive perceptions of the program. 

III. Methods



The evaluator conducted focus groups with parents, directors, and teachers, from sixteen childcare centers. The goal of eliciting information from these participants was to ascertain the extent those parents established reading routines for their children and childcare programs enhanced their pre-literacy curricula and activities for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers and their families. 

A total of five focus groups were conducted: three parent groups, one childcare provider director group, and one childcare provider teacher group. The groups were conducted during late April and early May 2005. Each group was scheduled at a time and place that was accessible to the target participants. Data collection protocols were adapted from the Raising A Reader Formative Evaluation recommendations. Each protocol included open-ended questions to facilitate interaction among all participants and to address key elements of the theory of change underlying the program. Fundamentally, when adult caregivers establish a reading routine with their children, they enhance child vocabulary, pre-literacy skills and family bonding time. By implementing the components of the Raising A Reader program, participating children are expected to “learn vocabulary and pre-literacy skills, benefit from more family bonding time, and enter kindergarten ready for reading success – a proven step to lifetime success.” (Raising A Reader, 2002) The meetings were audio taped and transcribed verbatim to ensure that key information was retained. The transcripts were read and re-read to ensure accurate identification of themes that emerged within and across the respondent groups. Themes that emerged were then matched with those included in the focus group protocols to organize findings by the elements considered essential to achieving the program goals. The following section summarizes focus group results. 

IV. Results

This section synthesizes findings from the focus groups. The number of focus group participants for each respondent group is presented, followed by findings from the analyses of the audio taped transcripts. Parent, director, and teacher responses were overwhelmingly positive. Moreover, there were numerous insights and changes reported by respondents that represented unanticipated positive outcomes. 

A. Focus Group Participants

 A total of 33 parents participated in the three parent groups. Of that number, three fathers attended. Five of 16 (30%) center directors attended the director focus group. Twenty-three teachers participated in the teacher group. One couple was Spanish speaking, with English as their second language. The wife translated for her husband. English was the primary language of the rest of the parents. Childcare was provided for two of the three parent groups. 

B. Program Impact



The primary interest of the Multnomah County Library was to learn parent perceptions of the effectiveness of the program and the extent that parents and their children benefited. Therefore, this report presents parent-specific themes first, followed by center findings. 

1. Parent Information 

Parents were asked to share their experiences of the program. Specifically, they were asked to talk about their families’ reading habits before participating in Raising A Reader and currently. In addition, parents shared information about ways that the program appeared to benefit their family in ways that they did not anticipate but that they considered as important as the increased access to reading materials and knowledge of library resources. Lastly, parents were asked to share what they appreciated the most about the program and to provide recommendations for program improvement. 

a. Parent Experiences. 

The following themes emerged related to parent descriptions of the impact of the program on their family and young children: 

· Overall increase in parent knowledge of why early literacy experiences are important and of how to read stories with their young children. Although many focus group participants read to their children prior to participating in the program, nearly all of them reported an increase in their knowledge of why early literacy experiences are important for infants, toddlers, and preschoolers. Moreover, most stated that they learned how to engage their children in story time and encouraged their children to “read” stories to them. 

· Increased father participation in reading activities. Generally, it appeared that, as a result of the program, many fathers who previously did not take the lead in reading with their children began doing so. 

· Increased interest and involvement of siblings and cousins in reading to the toddler and preschool children and enjoying the books included in the book bags. 

· Expanded parent awareness of and use of the range of topics and culturally diverse reading materials shared with their children.

· Use reading time as a technique to calm children when they are overly stimulated.

· Use book bags as organizing tool for their children

Overall increase in parent knowledge of why early literacy experiences are important and how to read stories with their young children.

Parent respondents described the benefits of the program in terms of knowledge gained and use of that knowledge in reading with their children. The following quotes provide examples of how the program benefited parents and their children. 

“I think in our house it gave us more of an awareness of reading. All of my son’s books are in his room. So it’s easy to walk into his room and not look at the books. With the bag, when I go to pick my son up, the teacher says ‘here is your bag’. I am more conscious of it. Before, I was like – I have to read to him. Now, it’s more like I felt like it was parent participation – I feel like I’m helping out.”

“Now I know that reading is important to learn how to communicate, have basic skills to get through life. It teaches you how to focus on something and follow through on something. You can learn that by learning how to finish a book. They [children] see the word and then they know the work when they see it somewhere else. “

“I realize now that my fifteen month old daughter wouldn’t know what any animal or any animal sounds were unless she could relate them to the books we read. The main thing she’s learning now is about farm animals. And it theirs a kitty in the book – that’s her favorite book in the world. She can relate to a real kitty or what does a cow say – in just a few months she’s really gonna be good at that. Without the books the only way she would learn about farm animals would be by sitting in front of the TV – and I can do this with her.”

Increased participation in reading activities by fathers. 

There were several parents, including two fathers, who talked about the increased participation by fathers in their children’s story times. The following statements provide concrete evidence of this outcome.

“For my husband it [this program] has changed things an incredible amount. My husband is legally blind. He learned to read much later [in life] – then he read a lot in Braille. He basically thought he could not read very well. So, it took our three year old to take the book bag and go and sit on his lap and say ‘Daddy, would you read to me?’ And it was the first time that he ever read to her. And now he reads to her all the time. It’s really helped him by doing it. He feels more comfortable now making a mistake in front of the children.” (Mom)

“My daughter catches me all the time and says ‘Daddy, that’s not the story.” (Dad)

“Before the book bags, I was usually the one who read the books at night. Somehow – I’m not quite sure why. This program got John reading. So, there were actually a couple of months when he [our son] would not let me read the books to him. So after a couple of months, we both read the books. The program got both of us involved.”   (Mom)



The conversation continued… 

“That happened to us too, but it was more because my husband would read the Spanish books. We really like the combination of English – Spanish. I sometimes read one page and he reads the next in Spanish.” (Mom)

Increased interest and involvement of siblings and cousins. 

A number of parents described the program’s impact on siblings and cousins. 

“ Since the book bag program, my kindergartener is more interested in what her younger sister brings home [than in her own books]. She wants to read those books to with us. The little one is trying to learn the words with her older sister.” 

“I have a nephew whose mother was a stay at home mom and so he didn’t go to preschool. He was completely disinterested in reading. But now my son is bringing the books to his cousin’s house. Now they are interested in reading the books together. My nine year old also likes to read the books to them.”

Expanded parent awareness and use of the range of topics and culturally diverse reading materials shared with their children. 

Generally, parents who participated in the focus groups related that, prior to the program, they were either unfamiliar with books that combined English and Spanish or would not have selected those books. The following statements provide examples of parents' increased awareness of these reading materials and recognition of their value. 

“My husband and son started to read a book that had Spanish in it and thought he had the wrong books. Well, they started looking at the pictures and he asked our son what he thought was happening [in the book]. The stories the two of them came up with were very creative.”

“…We really like the combination of English – Spanish. I sometimes read one page and he reads the next in Spanish.” 

Use reading time as a technique to calm children when they are overly stimulated. 

As parents discussed the value of the program, it became apparent that there were a number of secondary or unexpected positive outcomes attributed to the program. The following statements demonstrate how parents recognized how shared reading supported their children in specific ways.

“My daughter is really wild. When it comes to book time, she is totally calm – that’s her calm time. She’ll sit there for an hour during book time.”

“My six year old is now starting to really read. He is pretty hyper and reading is a tool for him and good down time. We live in a fast-paced society, with videos and cartoons, and it’s nice to turn all that off and just read a book. Grab your bag and it’s got some good reading in there!”

Use book bags as organizing tool for their children.  

A number of parents of preschoolers shared stories about their children’s ownership of the book bag and books. It appeared that an additional and unexpected outcome was the capacity of the book bag approach to naturally teach children the concept of organization and personal responsibility. The following quotes provide examples of these possible program benefits. 

“Since the book bags, my daughter seems more independent. When she gets home with her book bag, she puts it right next to her bedroom door and if you move it she gets upset and says they’re mine. She sees her sister bring books home from school – so this is something that is just for her. If you want to read them you have to ask her.” 


The conversation continued …

“With my son, it gives him a little more responsibility. He’s a little more protective of these books. He is very careful about making sure the books are separate from his other books. We’re kind of using it as a tool to learn responsibility. Treat them nicely so others can use them too. It’ll be good when he starts kindergarten.”


b. Perceptions of Book Selection



Generally, parents felt that the range of topics and developmental levels was appropriate. A small number of parents reported that on occasion, their children’s books were not age appropriate. However, the majority of parents believed that their children enjoyed books that were a mix of developmental levels. 

Focus group participants were very appreciative of the English – Spanish books and inclusion of culturally and ethnically diverse books. One parent commented that she appreciated being introduced to these books since she would not have selected them on her own.

A number of parents talked about their child’s favorite book. One parent commented… 

“My son’s favorite book is ‘I Love You, Stinky Face’. When I say I love him he says ‘even if I was a smelly skunk?’ It’s helping me convey to him that I love him no matter what.”

Another parent shared…

“ My son’s favorite book is ‘Trashy Town’. It was a book we got in the book bag and we checked it out of the library for him once because he liked it so much – then we bought it for him for Christmas. He knows every word in that book by heart and changes the pitch of his voice. It’s about a garbage man who goes around and cleans up the town. Our garbage man comes every Friday morning. Every Friday morning, you can bet that Jamie comes busting through our door at six a.m. wanting to look out the window to see Mr. Gilley. He thinks it’s mister Gilley. He looks forward to it every week.”

A mother stated…


“My daughter’s favorite book is ‘Goodnight Moon’ and she hid the book and she continued to hide the book because it was going to go back in the book bag. She didn’t want to give the book back. I got the notice and couldn’t find the book. I told her that once she found the book maybe we could think about buying the book. Suddenly it appeared about two days ago.”


c. Most Appreciated Aspects of the Program



Parents who participated in the Parent Orientation evenings considered the information and modeling of how to read to young children extremely valuable. They felt they gained new knowledge and were using that information with their children. Overall, parents were in agreement that the combination of all program elements increased their awareness of early literacy and reading with their young children. 



The majority of parents supported the extension of the book bag concept into kindergarten and early elementary grades. One parent stated, “I wish my older kids had gotten to do this program.” 

One parent who is also a K- grade three special education teachers shared…



“We [she and other teachers] are actually pooling our resources. The concept has been wonderful for my children [students]. The teacher in me is trying to figure out how I can help other parents and their kids. I got into it after the Raising A Reader program. I got book bags. I also send information/instructions home for parents. I am especially helping one parent who doesn’t have transportation to get to the library.” 

 A second parent continued…

“I was forced to read when I was a child. So when my kids brought books home and gave them to me I would go ahead and read them but would not get a book on my own and initiate it. The first time my daughter read a word it was so thrilling. When she brings me a book now I never tell her ‘no’. Now we have a set time every day.”

d. Recommendations



While parents overwhelmingly requested that the program continue, a small number of recommendations were made. These included:

· Centers and parents develop a strategy to sustain the concept. One idea was to organize a “center swap” of books to continue variety when the funds to purchase books were no longer available. A second suggestion was to have a “book faire” or develop a strategy for book donations. 

· Ensure that books are age appropriate. Some parents stated that, on occasion, a book bag would include books that were for toddlers rather than their preschoolers. The parents felt that there may have been some difficulty for the teachers in managing the exchange of book bags.

· Include more diverse topics. Some parents suggested that more action books that include sports and fire trucks be included, along with the other books.

· The program should continue into kindergarten. Many parents were concerned about the transition from the program since the book bags had become an expectation for their children that they looked forward to each week.

2. Center Information

The director and teacher focus group protocol was adapted from the Raising A Reader focus group guide. Protocol sections organize the themes that emerged from the two focus groups. 

a. Change in Level of Enthusiasm

Generally, center directors and staff were interested in participating the program, especially those working in centers that previously or currently participate in other library-funded outreach projects, such as Creating A Reader Early (CARE). However, the level of enthusiasm expressed several months after the program was implemented was very high. For example, when the project manager delivered the books to the centers, the directors and teachers were astounded at the number and variety of books available. One director stated “After the books were delivered, we [director and teachers] had a ‘book party’ to put the book bags together. We were so excited.” One teacher expressed her enthusiasm in this way: 

Each parent gets a video about how to read to your child and it shows how to read to your infant, toddler, and preschooler. Going to the library is important, but getting in the routine of reading at home to their child can have a consistent impact in their [child’s] life. The parent and child have a positive thing to do together – it’s how a child learns language and how a child becomes a reader. It makes learning easier for them later in life. It [the program] is just handed to them [parents] and that is wonderful…they’ll really grow up as readers.

b. Introducing the Book Bag Program to Families

This section addresses how parents were introduced to the program and what changes respondents felt could be made should the program continue. Most often, childcare personnel introduced the program to parents and children. For these centers, the “parent night” event was used to provide information to parents about early literacy and how to read with their infants, toddlers, and preschoolers. A smaller number of centers also used the “parent night” event to introduce the program to parents. During the focus groups, directors and teachers expressed their satisfaction with the “parent night” event. Parent attendance was consistently high among fifteen of the sixteen centers. Some center directors reported that nearly all of the parents whose children were enrolled in the center attended the parent night. Although the extent of parent involvement in the “parent night” and discussions with their child’s teacher about how to use the program varied, it appeared that the intuitive and concrete nature of the program channeled each child’s enthusiasm about the book bags and books, thereby engaging parents in reading to their children regularly and frequently. 

c. Parent and Child Change in Level of Interest Over Time

Child interest. There was overwhelming agreement that toddlers and preschoolers were excited at the inception of the program largely because they got to take home a red book bag with books in it. Moreover, during the course of several months, the three and four year olds continued to anticipate book bag return days and receipt of a bag with different books. The routine of receiving the books, taking them home, and reading them with their parents, appeared to establish itself early on and the positive expectation was sustained. 

Parent interest. The parent of an infant, who was three months old when the program began in the center, told the teacher the family was moving and they “had to have the program”. She asked the teacher to find out if the center to which they were transferring had the Raising A Reader Program. The teacher asked the program manager. The teacher shared that the parent was “…so excited. She was able to enroll her son into a center with Raising A Reader. She loves to sit down and read to her little one.”


Teachers and directors stated that there was extensive involvement of fathers. For example, one director talked about one Parent Night at her center. “I was really impressed that a lot of dads came and shared how they had gotten involved reading to their children at night. They were having fun with it. One dad said he had just gotten into a story with his son and he shared the whole thing [what it was like]. The dads were actually the ones that were really involved with this and sharing about it.” The director continued, “Parents said the kids were not satisfied with one book, but wanted all four that were in the bag. The one the dad read was about a bicycle. And he had more communication with his child as a result of reading the book.”


One center served mostly teen parents. The director of that center stated it was difficult to engage the teen parents in the program for their infants and toddlers. This director sated that, while she continues to encourage reading through center activities and information, this group needs additional support to maintain their interest in reading to their infants and toddlers. The directors agreed that many parents do not realize the importance of reading the their children until they are age three. The Raising A Reader information and book bags provide information about infants and toddlers that is new for many parents.

Accessing library resources. One teacher stated that recently… “A little girl checked out a whole bunch of library books. She brings her blue bag [library bag] to school the next day because she wants to share the stories with the other kids”.

Childcare personnel described how they believe families have been impacted over time. For example, one teacher stated, “They [parents] now know the resources they can draw on. They can go to the library and I think they are finding quite a surprise at the kinds of things the library offers.”

Directors and teachers felt that the video that parents received about how to read to infants, toddlers, and preschoolers was very important. Evidence that parents sustained their engagement in early literacy activities with their children was expressed in teacher statements about the very large turnout for the Raising A Reader library day. 

One teacher commented that single parents who can’t afford to buy books are sometimes wary of checking books out of the library for their children because they fear that if the a book is lost or damaged they will not be able to afford to replace the book. The Raising A Reader program seems to have helped these parents providing the book bags with not risk that they may have to compensate for lost or damaged books. Once they are engaged with their children in the program, it seemed they were more comfortable with using the library as well. 

One teacher stated that a mother of a child in her class went to the library and got a library card for the first time. The mother said she didn’t know [before the program] that her four year old was old enough to read.

d. Impact on Classroom Activities and Curriculum

Analysis of the teacher and director focus group transcripts suggested that the program raised teacher awareness of the value of increasing the integration of early literacy experiences throughout the course of the day. This section presents numerous examples. 

The most common examples of how the program impacted classroom activities and curriculum included: 

· Accessed the Raising A Reader and other websites related to early literacy

· Incorporated book bag returns into circle time (group) activities

· Prioritized story time (reading) activities beyond the scheduled time when children are engaged and enthusiastic

· Used books as the means to support children who have attention and/or hyperactivity challenges

· Used book bags as tools to help children learn responsibility/accountability

The following teacher quotes provide concrete evidence to support the themes. 

“During circle time, all the kids bring their book bags. I ask each child one at a time to open the bag and ask him to pick out the book that he likes the best. Then I ask him to tell us about it. If we have more time, we read the book in the group. Then he puts the books back in the bag and I ask the next child. This is a useful exercise for all the children.”

“I have a little boy in my class – he is very difficult – the most difficult I have ever had. I’ve found that what really helps him is reading a book. Before he lays down for a nap, he picks out a book and we read it together. If we don’t have that interaction, he has a really hard time calming down.”

“I use books from the book bags for my themes for the week. I look ahead and take a theme like say ‘bugs’ and go to the library and get a lot of things about bugs.”

“I do a lot more reading with the children. With this program I realized that with parents’ busy schedules it is really hard for them to schedule reading time. I changed my thinking about how much time I spend with reading activities – even if that means taking longer and shortening time for another activity that is on the schedule.”

e. Book Bag Tracking

Teachers and directors were asked to share the procedures they used to distribute, collect, and monitor book bags and the books. Procedures varied across centers. There were three main ways these tasks were accomplished with differing degrees of success. However, nearly all teachers and directors felt that the processes were working but that it took some time to “practice” before the most effective tracking approaches were discovered and implemented. The three approaches can be summarized as follows:

· Teacher use of a spreadsheet that included each child’s name.

· Return and distribution during morning group time, using the process as early literacy activity.

· Director use of a spreadsheet to document all distribution and return of book bags and books for all children.

· Center “honor system” with book bags always available in a central location.

All of the participants in the focus groups felt that a great value of the program was that the books were provided at no cost or risk to the teachers or parents. Therefore, teachers, while somewhat concerned when a book bag or book was not returned on schedule, did not feel that their work was negatively impacted. 

Teachers expressed that for them an important benefit of the focus group was learning from each other effective ways to track the book bags and books. The group recommendation was that teachers have more scheduled opportunities to network with each other across centers. 

f. Recommendations

Director and teacher recommendations for the program related to book selection and ways to continue this type of program beyond preschool. The following themes emerged:

Maintaining parent interest. There was some concern about slightly decreased interest by parents over time. Directors and staff felt that the library event and the parent nights were beneficial and recommended additional opportunities for these types of events. Directors also felt that the parent surveys were a very useful way to remain informed about parent perspectives regarding the program. Overall, the focus group participants, especially the directors, recommended that a range of strategies be used ongoingly to maintain parent interest and enthusiasm in the program. 

Additions to book selection. Generally, directors and teachers were very pleased with the range of books included in the program. There was agreement that the books that combined English and Spanish were very useful and interesting to nearly all of the parents, especially for Hispanic families but also for many parents who want their children to learn Spanish. Teachers and directors felt that introducing culturally diverse materials was a very positive aspect of the program for staff, parents, and children and that it may be useful to include additional cultural and ethnic materials such as Japanese, Chinese, French, Russian, and Eastern European. The key recommendation was to ensure that there was a range of books for all developmental levels. A second recommendation was that the program explores early literacy materials that may be more appropriate for children with cognitive delays or other special needs. 

g. Parent Night Effectiveness

As stated previously, participation in Parent Night varied by center. However, directors and teachers spoke very highly of the event. A highlight appeared to be the Raising A Reader manager’s modeling of reading a story. Directors and teachers felt that parents who attended were engaged and very excited to participate in the program. Moreover, parent feedback to teachers suggested that the information about child development and the importance of reading and books was new to many and of great value. 

V. Summary


The positive impact of this program on parents, children, and childcare centers cannot be overstated. However, it is important to remember that this information comes from one source only, focus group meetings. Therefore, while these results show overwhelming support for the program, there was no way to control for meeting attendance. For example, those who attended were not necessarily representative of all participating parents and center personnel. 


What can be said with a fairly high degree of confidence, is that the types of changes reported by participants suggested that the program approach engaged some parents, especially fathers, in reading activities with their children – some for the first time. Moreover, several teachers clearly integrated and/or extended early literacy activities with their classes. What is more, some parents and teachers gained knowledge, as a result of viewing the parent video and reading materials related to how to read with their infants, toddlers, and preschoolers, that they utilized with children.


One observation by teachers and directors was that to retain parent interest over time may require periodic “boosters”, as one director put it, such as parent nights, notes and materials sent home, since the book bag routine may become less visible. There was consensus that family life is very busy and that parents need to be supported in their efforts to engage their children in early literacy activities. 
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