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Special Thanks

The summer of 2006 was an exciting one and marked another season of great achievement in the REAL Kids Program, The Reading and Enrichment Academy for Learning.  After eight years, REAL Kids has become an indispensable part of summer for hundreds of East Harlem youth.  The support of an enthusiastic community of funders, volunteers, staff, children, and families made this year’s REAL Kids another huge success.

Special thanks to the principle supporters of REAL Kids 2006: AllianceBernstein Foundation Fund, Bank of America, Robert Bowne Foundation, Louis Calder Foundation, The Center for Summer Learning, Columbia Community Service, Dollar General, Max and Victoria Dreyfus Foundation, Gannett Foundation, William T. Grant Foundation, The Charles Hayden Foundation, The Heckscher Foundation for Children, Cal Ripken, Sr. Foundation, Robin Hood Foundation, Helena Rubinstein Foundation, Adolph and Ruth Schnurmacher Foundation, Scholastic, Starbucks Foundation and the Yahoo Employee Foundation. 
REAL Kids 2006 would not have been possible without the support of the following individuals and organizations:  Lilianna Sarro, Manhattan East School Principal, who again graciously hosted the REAL Kids Program and provided continual support and assistance; David Grodsky and Ralph Martinez of Academy of Environmental Sciences for their support; Lou Zuchman, Richie Cerrud, Renee Avery and Angie Ortiz of the SCAN-NY Beacon for their enthusiasm; Ernie Fleishman of Scholastic for the wonderful gift of books to the Program; and Barbara Nicotera, Dean Stichbury, Wendy Gentile, and Robert Gentile of Camp Wilbur Herrlich, for an immeasurably valuable six-day sleep-away camp experience. 
Harlem RBI would also like to thank and congratulate the REAL Kids staff and Program Director, Megan Demarkis, for REAL Kids being recognized as the winner of the Johns Hopkins University’s “Center for Summer Learning Excellence Award” in a competition that is national in scope.
Finally, thanks to the countless number of volunteers, parents, children, and supporters who created wonderful summer memories and the promise of many more to come.

History

Harlem RBI is a 501(c)3, community-based, youth development organization located in East Harlem, New York.  Founded in 1991, Harlem RBI’s mission is to use baseball and softball and the power of teams to provide inner-city youth with opportunities to Play, to Learn and to Grow, inspiring them to recognize their potential and realize their dreams.
Over the course of its organizational development, Harlem RBI has evolved from a seasonal, grass roots baseball program into a vital community-based organization that uses sports – namely baseball and softball – and teamwork as both a “hook” to attract participation and as a youth development tool.  To address the lack of enriching summer programs for East Harlem youth, Harlem RBI initiated the REAL Kids Program (The Reading and Enrichment Academy for Learning) in the summer of 1999.  At that time, REAL Kids offered educational and enrichment activities to 46, 10-12 year old participants.  This half-day program offered morning literacy activities to complement the afternoon baseball league.  Prior to this, Harlem RBI’s 10-12 year old participants had no structured summertime activities other than baseball.  At the time, initiating REAL Kids represented Harlem RBI’s most substantive commitment to offering comprehensive youth development programming to help its participants grow academically, socially, emotionally and physically.

In the summer of 2000, Harlem RBI expanded REAL Kids to a full-day program serving 84 youth.  By its third year in the summer of 2001, the enrollment again grew to 120 youth.  In subsequent years, in addition to increasing the number of youth served, REAL Kids offered an even more substantive program.  Improvements included enhancing its literacy curriculum and evaluation tools to better meet the needs of participating youth, expanding programming to 9 year old participants, and segmenting the program into the Roberto Clemente Division serving 9-10 year olds and the Jackie Robinson Division serving 11-12 year olds.  Both entities use the same daily structures and spend a part of their time assembled as a larger camp community.  In 2006, REAL Kids grew again to serve 240 boys and girls, age 9-12.

Program Overview

The REAL Kids Summer Program ran Monday through Thursday from 8:30am-5:00pm with field trips each Friday from 10:00am-3:00pm for six weeks in July and August. The REAL Kids Program provides structured academic, enrichment and sports programming in a youth-centered learning environment. REAL Kids is a model summer learning program for youth.  
REAL Kids addresses the following gaps that typically hinder elementary school-age children’s ability to succeed academically, socially, emotionally and physically: 

· REAL Kids combats "summer learning loss" prevalent among youth in low-income communities. On average, children from low-income families lose nearly three months of grade-level equivalency during the summer months each year, compared to an average of one month lost by middle-income children (Center for Summer Learning, Johns Hopkins University).

· REAL Kids addresses the lack of structured programs during the summer months for low-income youth.  64% of low-income parents report their children do not have quality program options in the summer (Public Agenda. "All Work and No Play?: Listening to What Kids and Parents Really Want from Out-of-School-Time." 2004).

· REAL Kids supports youth literacy among a population that is likely to fall behind academically at an early age, as statistics show that only 36% of elementary school students in East Harlem meet the State and City Reading Standards (Citizen's Committee for Children of New York. "Keeping Track of New York City's Children." 2005).

The specific objectives for youth of the REAL Kids Program are to:

· Bridge the “summer learning gap” common among low-income youth;

· Improve and increase literacy skills and youth’s interests in reading;

· Develop positive social and emotional skills such as teamwork; and

· Improve physical fitness through baseball/softball participation.

REAL Kids’ goals and objectives are achieved through several comprehensive strategies. The program design creates a micro-environment that meets youth’s broad developmental needs while supporting and encouraging their efforts to find enjoyment and success in educational, enrichment and athletic settings.  One of the biggest accomplishments of REAL Kids is the seamless interweaving of these vital developmental areas.  In the classroom, on the ballfield, on field trips, or at a sleep-away camp, youth come to value and enjoy reading and learning, cultivate their physical capacities, build relationships with peers and adults, and explore the Harlem RBI Values of Respect, Effort and Teamwork.  

Program Highlights

In the summer of 2006, the REAL Kids Program increased enrollment by 30 participants, serving a total of 240 boys and girls, age 9-12.  For eight years, the REAL Kids Program has steadily increased the number of children served as well as the quality of literacy and enrichment programming and expects to continue this trend in coming years.
In March of 2006, Harlem RBI’s REAL Kids Program was named the winner of the Johns Hopkins University’s “Center for Summer Learning Excellence Award” in a competition that is national in scope.  

In 2006, participants engaged in improved program activities that not only enriched their summer experience but also enhanced literacy skills development to combat the “summer learning gap” common among low-income youth.  Program activities in 2006 are described below:

Literacy Workshop

The Literacy Workshop, where youth were grouped according to reading level, focused on the development of reading and writing skills.  The Workshop, held Monday through Thursday from 9:00am-10:45am, included time for individual reading and group discussions about literature.  Group literature discussions were designed to foster speaking and listening skills and social skills development through interactive reading.  Each Workshop was led by a professional teacher and supported by two college interns who served as learning assistants.  There were 15 youth in each class, keeping the adult to youth ratio to at least 1:5 throughout the day.  The Literacy Workshop daily curriculum included:
Read Aloud or Free Write: Each Workshop group listened to a story, poem, or article selected by the teacher from a dedicated read aloud library.  The selection was short, enjoyable, and thought provoking. Two days per week, teachers could elect to replace the read aloud with a free write exercise on a designated topic to improve writing skills.  

Independent Reading and Journals: Children selected a book, magazine, or newspaper of personal interest for independent reading.  Coaches and teachers modeled silent reading “best practices” during this time by reading their own novels, newspapers and magazines.  Children responded to their silent reading book in their personal reading journals and teachers and coaches replied to what youth wrote in their journals at least once a week.  Teachers also used this time to hold individual book conferences with children to gauge comprehension and encourage further exploration of the text.  

Book Clubs: A group of five children and one adult chose a reading (fiction, non-fiction, or anthology) and practiced “connections” and “questioning” techniques to further their reading comprehension skills. Book Clubs helped youth to elicit key literary themes and deepen comprehension.  Book club discussions also help foster the development of "accountable talk" best practices where children learn to listen to and build off of one another's ideas and to support opinions with evidence from the text.

Mini-Lessons: Using the read aloud text, teachers started each workshop with an authentic mini-lesson designed to expose the comprehension strategies and metacognitive thinking that help children build an understanding of "what good readers do" and therefore build stronger literacy skills and solid reading habits.

Choice Time: This youth-centered approach allowed teachers, coaches, and youth to use this time for word games, additional silent reading time, extended group discussions, more read alouds, and independent or group projects.

At the end of the Program, during Exhibition Day, participants showcased their literacy skills by performing original team cheer compositions and holding public readings from their New York Times-style book reviews.  Children and teachers worked together to anthologize the book reviews so that the reviews could be used by future students to select books to read in future Literacy Workshops.
Team Clubhouse

After the Workshop, participants engaged in Team Clubhouse where they were grouped with their baseball/softball team from Monday through Thursday, 11:00am-12:30pm. Youth were guided by their teacher and two coaches who used the Harlem RBI Values of Respect, Effort and Teamwork to engage youth through a series of activities designed to further develop their literacy skills and their social and emotional skills.  The Team Clubhouse curriculum included:

Team Time: Coaches led a discussion about the previous day’s experiences on the field with their baseball/softball team.  Youth were given an opportunity to explore team norms, discuss conflict, and celebrate shared successes.  To foster inclusiveness and respect, teammates were encouraged to share their thoughts about their experiences as part of the team.

Shared Reading/Writing: Twice per week, teams read teacher-selected material that provided opportunities to make personal connections between the text and experiences working as a team on the field, on other readings, and personal memories.  Additionally, teams worked to build their team dynamic through group literacy activities, such as composing original team cheers and drafting original team norms.

Shared Writing/Group Challenge: At a weekly community meeting, all youth received a writing challenge that highlighted a Harlem RBI Value (e.g. a unique team cheer that celebrated teamwork).  A celebratory showcase among teams was held during the week where youth presented their group work to the entire REAL Kids community.

Active Team Building: Group problem solving activities, conflict resolution role-plays, and other team building activities were also offered each week.  Teachers and coaches ran a reflective discussion to debrief the lessons inherent in each activity.

Team Project: Teachers and coaches developed a summer-long project to share with their families at the culminating REAL Kids Exhibition Day.  These experiential learning projects commemorated team experiences, demonstrated group collaborations, and required youth to employ listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills.  Projects included: video documentaries, a team website, a team product line and business plan, a summer scrapbook/yearbook, individualized baseball cards, and a CD of team cheers.  Each team also created a cheer which they practiced throughout the summer, and had a chance to perform in front of visitors and supporters at Exhibition Day.

REAL Kids Baseball and Softball League

Each REAL Kids participant played on a co-ed baseball/softball team (9-10 year olds) or single gender team (11-12 year olds) in the REAL Kids League, four afternoons each week.  Teams consisted of 15 participants and were led by the two coaches from their morning Clubhouse and a Harlem RBI youth assistant coach.  The REAL Kids League focused on the fundamentals of baseball and softball, stressing teamwork and sportsmanship.  

Players’ skills varied widely between youth who were new to the game to those who have been playing for years.  This disparity provided a teaching opportunity for coaches to reinforce the importance of Teamwork, Respect, Effort, and other value themes. In 2006, the Jackie Robinson Division was reconceptualized to include 4 girls’ teams and 6 boy’s teams as opposed to the 8 co-ed teams that comprised that division in 2005.  The girls enrolled in the Jackie Robinson Division for 11-12 year olds spent the entire afternoon playing softball, while boys played baseball.  Practices lasted from 1:30-2:00pm and games took place following practice from 2:15-4:15pm.  Youth in the Roberto Clemente Division for 9-10 year olds played for only half of the afternoon and engaged in enrichment projects and/or activities the rest of the afternoon.  

Enrichment Projects/Activities

When teams were not on the field, they participated in an arts enrichment project or recreational activity including whiffleball, basketball, kickball, arts and crafts, and board games.  The elective activities were designed and implemented by teenage Harlem RBI players and supervised by college coaches.

Field Trips

The REAL Kids Program also sought to enhance the summer experience by providing unique opportunities to explore new environments throughout New York City.  Field trips were scheduled on Fridays from 10:00am-3:00pm and  included hands on workshops at the Museo del Barrio and the LES Tenement Museum; trips to the Central Park Zoo and the South Street Seaport; a behind the scenes tour at Yankee stadium and a family picnic at Rockland Lake State Park. 

Sleep-Away Camp
Participants in the older Jackie Robinson Division who had a 90% plus attendance rate, maintained good behavior throughout the summer, and completed all of their Literacy Workshop, Team Clubhouse, and baseball/softball requirements were eligible to attend a one-week sleep-away camp at the end of August.  

As in 2005, Camp Herrlich hosted REAL Kids participants and the week at camp exposed youth to new people, a new setting, and challenging adventures and team building activities.  For many youth, this trip was their first visit to a camp and in some cases, their first exposure to a rural environment.  As they do each year, many youth arrived with suspicious attitudes, but left with a better understanding of the new environment and a newfound love of the outdoors.

This weeklong experience served as both an incentive throughout the summer and a reward at the end of the Program.  The time spent outdoors, away from the hustle of city living, was an eye-opening and unforgettable experience.  Youth were exposed to new people, new activities, and new responsibilities that provided life-long memories and lessons.  Harlem RBI expects to continue this tradition for as many REAL Kids youth as possible each year.
Staffing
The 2006 REAL Kids staffing included:  a REAL Kids Director and seasonal Assistant Director, a Baseball/Softball Director for each of the two Divisions, as well as a Baseball Coordinator for each division, 16 certified teachers, 32 college-youth interns/counselors (known as coaches), 24 of Harlem RBI’s teenage program participants, and a volunteer parent coordinator.  This comprehensive staffing structure ensured that the REAL Kids Program maintained a minimum adult to youth ratio of 1:5 throughout the day.  Notably, 7 teachers had Special Education or Bilingual certification. 

Because youth often learn by example and because REAL Kids participants are at an impressionable age, Harlem RBI made a concerted effort to recruit a significant number of teachers and coaches from backgrounds similar to the participants.  8 coaches were Harlem RBI alumni and 6 coaches were POSSE foundation fellows.  All coaches were matriculated college students and several were college graduates.  10 coaches were returnees from 2005 and 10 teachers were returning staff members.  As a result of these efforts, the staff continued to be diverse with 6 of 8 leadership team members, 10 of 16 teachers and 23 of 32 coaches represented by people of color and a male to female ratio of 1:1, helping REAL Kids youth to better envision personal potential and strength.

Unlike many city camps, the REAL Kids Program attracts certified professional teachers from public, private, and charter schools across New York City who are excited to teach in a unique learning environment.  REAL Kids interns who serve as coaches are recruited from a variety of sources and hired through an intensive group interview process.   Through the application and interview process, candidates must demonstrate achievement, creativity, critical thinking, respect, and humility.  Most REAL Kids interns go on to graduate from college and enter the public service arena as teachers, youth workers and advocates for underprivileged children in a host of professions.  They cite REAL Kids as the primary inspiration for their lifelong career goals.
All REAL Kids staff went through intensive orientation about the REAL Kids Program history and goals with the REAL Kids Director and Assistant Director.  Training for coaches also included sessions on the principles of youth development, job roles and responsibilities, and techniques to engage youth in the classroom and support students with reading strategies.  Additionally, Harlem RBI’s Baseball and Softball Director prepared coaches with training on how to coach baseball and softball as well as proper safety procedures.

Teacher training included in-depth explanations on the goals and objectives of each of the literacy components.  The REAL Kids Director guided staff through exploration and hands-on demonstrations of techniques for several Literacy Workshop and Clubhouse activities.  Several teachers and college interns who participated in REAL Kids in the past returned for training this year to refresh their skills and lend special insight to youth’s needs and program nuances.  Additionally, teachers reported that the curriculum training and materials they received in community building and project-based learning during REAL Kids would enhance their practice as educators in the 2007 school year.

All teachers met for 3 hours each week throughout the summer, while coaches met for 4 hours as a group.  Prior to the program start, teachers had a one week training/orientation period and coaches had an intensive three week preparation period.  

Teachers and coaches were also provided with a preparatory hour on Friday mornings from 9:00-10:00am.  This time was used for planning and reflecting as well as guided conversations on how to troubleshoot problematic behaviors or accommodate various learning styles.  This hour ensured clarity of roles between the teachers and coaches and provided tailored professional development for coaches.  In 2006, the staff reported feeling better prepared to meet their participants’ needs than ever before, thus proving that allotted training time was sufficient.
Evaluation Study Findings
Evaluation is a crucial element of Harlem RBI’s programs. Since 2001, Harlem RBI has worked with an evaluation consultant to develop evaluation plans for each of its programs.  Each year, the organization continues to add to and refine its evaluation tools and processes. Evaluation results of the REAL Kids Program consistently demonstrate positive program impacts on youth including improving literacy skills, development of social and emotional skills such as teamwork and the improvement of physical health. 

Evaluation tools include pre- and post- tests, student surveys, teacher created rubrics, and staff observations to assess youth improvement against REAL Kids program objectives.  Evaluation results from 2006 affirm that the REAL Kids program is an effective and valuable program for youth.

The REAL Kids Program improves literacy skills and attitudes towards reading.

· 86% of youth improved or maintained their reading scores, showing no summer learning loss
· 95% of youth self-reported that REAL Kids helped them to like reading more
· 85% of youth greatly improved their basic reading comprehension skills with 96% improving in their ability to make predictions and 90% improving their ability to ask themselves questions about what they read
The REAL Kids Program improves social and emotional skills such as conflict resolution, self-confidence, and teamwork.
· 95% of youth improved their ability to discuss and appreciate ideas

· 95% of youth improved their ability to demonstrate teamwork
· Over 96% of youth improved their ability to praise, motivate, and support their peers

Parents reported that the REAL Kids Program has an impact in school and at home.

· 96% of parents reported that as a result of REAL Kids, their children try harder in school 

· 97% of parents reported that their children were more excited and better prepared to start school in September after a summer in the REAL Kids program
· Over 93% of parents reported that their children are more motivated to write, like reading more and choose to read at home as a result of the REAL Kids program
· 98% of parents reported that as a result of REAL Kids, their children got along better with peers
Harlem RBI uses this data to share the program’s success with stakeholders as well as determine areas of program improvement. For example, subgroup analysis of 2005 evaluation data showed that struggling readers were not benefiting from the program as much as skilled readers. As a result of this finding, the 2006 REAL Kids program offered a more differentiated reading curriculum to better assist struggling readers which resulted in more youth improving their literacy skills and interest in reading.
In addition to investigating program impacts, Harlem RBI places a high priority on examining data on program attendance and program implementation. Harlem RBI reviews attendance data daily so it can assist families in problem-solving around attendance issues.  As a result, daily attendance at the REAL Kids Program was over 90% for the 8th consecutive year.  Each program year, Harlem RBI staff also conducts extensive focus groups with summer staff members. Staff discusses program successes as well as challenges and potential solutions.  Harlem RBI staff makes improvements each year based on this feedback. 

Conclusion

Having completed its eighth year, the REAL Kids Program has become a shining example of Harlem RBI’s ability to integrate sports and youth development programming.  The opportunity to be part of a team, to have fun while learning, to play baseball every afternoon and to travel to new places makes for an extraordinary summer for each REAL Kids participant.  
Ultimately, REAL Kids is a unique setting where learning continues in the summer through exposure to new books, new friends, and new experiences.  REAL Kids erases the summer learning gap low-income youth often experience.  In this way, REAL Kids youth are better prepared to return to school and participate in the classroom because their minds and bodies remained active as they were thoroughly engaged in the program.
REAL Kids works not only because it engages participants so thoroughly through the summer, but also because it connects youth to Harlem RBI for years to come.  As youth move through Harlem RBI’s comprehensive program structure, the organization is able to maintain a consistent presence in each young person’s life, creating vital connections between families, schools, and among peer groups, in turn building an extensive web of support for youth as they play, learn, and grow at Harlem RBI.

PAGE  
Harlem RBI

7

