Special Topic: Shelby County Books from Birth Program

In Shelby County, many children start life at a disadvantage, making effective
early intervention particularly important. Programs that set young children on
a pathway to school readiness and academic success help to build an educated,
productive future for our community.

Reading is a fundamental tool for learning, and acquiring an early love for
reading increases the chances that children will become proficient readers
later.!” Children whose parents read to them learn to take pleasure in books.
They tend to develop richer vocabularies, arrive at kindergarten prepared to
succeed, and read at grade level. They are also more likely to succeed in later
grades, to graduate from high school on time, and to attend college.*®

Research shows key differences in early home reading practices between low-
and middle-income families. Low-income parents are less likely to read with
children, and their children are less likely to enjoy reading.®” Poor children
also have less access to children’s books.®’ Children’s early access to books is a
key factor in promoting kindergarten readiness and later academic success.'°
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Books from Birth: Spreading children’s books across Shelby County.

Increasing young children’s access to books

is precisely the mission of the Shelby County
Books from Birth (BfB) program, which delivers
an age-appropriate book each month for the
first five years of a child’s life. By increasing ac-
cess to books, the BfB program aims to build a
culture of early reading, promote stronger fam-
ily connections, and help prepare all Shelby
County children for kindergarten. The program
is free, and all Shelby County children under
age five are eligible.!!

Shelby County’s BfB program is the largest
affiliate of Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library
(IL). The IL program was founded in 1995 in
an effort to inspire an early love of reading and
ensure all children have their own home librar-
ies. Each year, a committee of early childhood
education experts chooses developmentally
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FIGURE 1:

Books from Birth
reaches children
in every part of
Shelby County

Source: Shelby
County Books from
Birth, Zip Code Report,
February 2012
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appropriate and high-quality books to be deliv-
ered by the program.!?

Shelby County’s BfB program was started in
2005, with the help of the Governor’s Books
from Birth Foundation, which matches funds
raised by the Shelby County program."” The
result is an inexpensive early educational
intervention targeting the needs of children in

Shelby County.

Currently, the BfB program reaches almost
half of all children from birth to age 5 in
Shelby County,'* and another 34,000 children
have graduated from the program. As FIGURE

1 shows, the program has reached children in
every part of the county: every zip code has at
least 30 percent of children under five enrolled
in the program.
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Is Books from Birth more than just a good idea?

A number of studies have asked parents in the
program about the changes they see in their
family’s reading habits. Consistently, parents
indicate that as a result of the program:

® They spent more time reading with children.
e Their comfort reading to children improved.

e Their children’s interest in books in-
creased.!>16

These trends are particularly evident for low-
income families and families enrolled in the
program longer.!"® Additionally, kindergarten
teachers report that BfB children are better
prepared when they reach school than non-
participants.!*?

Until recently, however, no evaluation had
compared reading patterns in participating
families to those of similar families who did not
participate in the program. Also lacking was a
rigorous assessment of the program’s effect on
kindergarten readiness, particularly for low-
income children.

Over the past year, Memphis City Schools,
The Urban Child Institute, and Shelby County
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Books from Birth collaborated on a study de-
signed to evaluate the effects of the BfB pro-
gram. The evaluation addressed two main
questions:

1.Do BfB families engage in better early read-
ing habits than families who don’t receive the

books?
2.Do children in the BfB program have higher

kindergarten readiness scores than other
children after we take into account other fac-
tors like family income and pre-school experi-
ences’

To answer these questions, information was
collected on 389 children entering kindergarten
in five Memphis City School (MCS) elemen-
tary schools at the beginning of the 2011-2012
school year. This information included

e Early home reading practices

® Books from Birth participation

e Children’s preschool experiences
e Family income

e School readiness measures




FIGURE 2:

How Many
Books Has Your
Child Received
from Imagination
Library?

Source:

Donahue S., Samiei,

SA, Sell, M, Imig, D, &
Bush, AJ. Books from
Birth Participation is
Associated with Better
Family Reading Habits
and Predicts School
Readiness. Unpublished
manuscript.

Most Books from Birth participants received more than
15 Imagination Library Books.

Findings from the investigation show that the BfB program reached half of
the new kindergartners in these schools. Both low-income and middle-income
families took advantage of the program: 50 percent of low-income children
and 60 percent of middle-income children were BfB participants. Most partici-
pating children received more than 15 IL books prior to entering kindergarten
with as many as 15 percent of children receiving most of the 60 IL books
(shown in FIGURE 2).
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Books from Birth participants had more children’s books
in their homes than non-participants.

The evaluation also indicates that BfB is a major source of children’s books in
Shelby County. Participants had substantially more children’s books at home
than non-participants. (See FIGURE 3.) This finding is important because
studies show that children who have more books tend to have better academic
outcomes.?"?? The current evaluation suggests that children with 26 or more
books scored 15 points higher on the school readiness language scale than the
district average.
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BfB families also reported stronger home reading habits than non-participat-
ing families. Parents were more likely to read with children, go to the library,
talk about books, and sing the alphabet with their children. BfB parents
were also more likely to be comfortable reading with their children and their
children are more likely to enjoy shared reading.

Consistent with earlier findings, receipt of more IL books was associated
with stronger program effects. Families that received 46-60 IL books had
significantly higher family reading habit scores than families that received

1-15 IL books.
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FIGURE 4:
Kindergarten
Readiness
Indicator Language
Scores by Books
from Birth
Participation

Source:

Donahue S., Samiei,

SA, Sell, M, Imig, D, &
Bush, AJ. Books from
Birth Participation is
Associated with Better
Family Reading Habits
and Predicts School
Readiness. Unpublished
manuscript

Books from Birth participants are better prepared for
Kindergarten.

In addition to assessing family reading habits, this evaluation compared school
readiness of children who participated in the program to children who did not.
Previous research shows that kindergarten readiness predicts later academic
success and well-being.

MCS teachers administer the Kindergarten Readiness Indicator (KRI) on the
first day of school. The KRI was developed by the MCS to determine chil-
dren’s early math and language skills quickly and efficiently.” FIGURE 4 pres-
ents the distribution of KRI language readiness scores of BfB participants and
non-participants. BfB participants were almost four times more likely to score
in the highest quartile on the school readiness language scale than the lowest
quartile, while non-participants were equally likely to fall into the highest and
lowest quartile.
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Regardless of family income, children benefit from
Books from Birth.

The BfB program seems to be beneficial for children regardless of family in-
come. Overall, children in middle-income families were less likely to have low
school readiness scores. However, within each income group, BfB participants
had stronger scores than non-participants. As FIGURE 5 indicates, both the
average KRI language score, and the distribution of scores around the mean
were stronger for the group of BfB children.
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FIGURE 5:
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Shelby County’s Books from Birth program is associated
with better family reading habits and higher school readi-
ness scores.

In fact, participating in the BfB program statistically predicted better school
readiness language scores, even after accounting for other factors, including
families’ reading habits, child’s age at kindergarten entry, preschool experi-
ence, and family income. After accounting for each of these factors, a child in
the program is likely to score 8 points higher on the KRI language measure.
(BfB participation was also associated with stronger math readiness scores, but
the results were not statistically significant after accounting for other factors.)

Numerous studies have followed large cohorts of children into adulthood.
These studies indicate that maintaining a culture of reading at home is associ-
ated with improved school readiness and better educational outcomes. These
home characteristics are even more crucial for fragile families.?*?¢

Armed with an understanding of how to strengthen their children’s early read-
ing skills, parents can build home literacy environments that promote school
readiness and academic success.?”*® The Books from Birth program is an effec-
tive early intervention program that provides families with valuable reading
materials, fostering a culture of early reading and making a difference in the
lives of Shelby County’s youngest children.

/1




References

1. Snow CE, Burns MS, Giriffin P. (Eds.).
Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children.
Washington, DC: National Academy Press;
1998.

2. Serpell R, Sonnenschein S, Baker L, Ga-
napathy H. Intimate cultures of families in early
socialization of literacy. Journal of Family Psy-
chology. 2002; 16(4): 391-405.

3. Justice LM, Kaderavek JN. Emedded-explic-
it emergent literacy intervention: Background

and description approach. Language, Speech, and
Hearing Services in Schools. 2004; 35: 201-211.

4. Lee VE, Burkam DT. Inequality at the
Starting Gate: Social Background Differences in
Achievement as Children Begin School. Washing-
ton, D.C.: Economic Policy Institute; 2002.

5. Sadowski M. The School Readiness Gap:
Prekindergarten—not just preschool—may be
the key to narrowing disparities in achievement
by race, ethnicity, and income. Harvard Educa-

tion Letter. 2006; 22(4): 1-4.
6. Serpell R, Sonnenschein S, Baker L, Ga-

napathy H. Intimate cultures of families in early
socialization of literacy. Jowrnal of Family Psy-

chology. 2002; 16(4): 391-405.

7. McQuillan J. The Literary Crisis: False
Claims, Real Solutions. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann; 1998.

8. Lee VE, Burkam DT. Inequality at the
Starting Gate: Social Background Differences in
Achievement as Children Begin School. Washing-
ton, D.C.: Economic Policy Institute; 2002.

9. Neuman S, Dickinson, D. (Eds.). Handbook
of Early Literacy Research (Vol. 2). The Guilford
Press; 2006.

/2

10. Neuman S. Changing the Odds for Children
at Risk: Seven Essential Principles of Educational
Programs that Break the Cycle of Poverty. Praeger
Publishers; 2009.

11. Shelby County Books from Birth. Help Us
Build a Community of Readers; 2012. Available
at: http://booksfrombirth.org/. Accessed April 3,
2012.

12. Shelby County Books from Birth. Help Us
Build a Community of Readers; 2012. Available
at: http://booksfrombirth.org/. Accessed April 3,
2012.

13. Shelby County Books from Birth. Help Us
Build a Community of Readers; 2012. Available
at: http://booksfrombirth.org/. Accessed April 3,
2012.

14. U.S. Census Bureau. State & County
Quickfacts: Shelby County, TN; 2012, January

17. Available at :http://quickfacts.census.gov.
Accessed February 28, 2012.

15. Gordon, T. D. (2010). Celebrating little
dreamers: An analysis of the first 18 months of
Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library in Middletown,
Ohio. Middletown, OH: Imagination Library
Middletown. Retrieved from: http://www.mc-
foundation.org/report.pdf

16. High/Scope Educational Research. Literacy
outcomes and the household literacy environment:
An evaluation of the Dolly Parton’s Imagination
Library. Ypsilanti, MI: High/Scope Educational
Research Foundation Research Department;

2003, November 26.

17. Thomason GB. The impact of the Ferst Foun-
dation for Childhood Literacy on the home literacy
environment. (Unpublished doctoral disseration).

Liberty University, Lynchburg, VA; 2008.




18. Ridzi F, Sylvia MR, Singh S. Imagination
Library: Do More Books in Hand Mean More
Shared Book Reading? Le Moyne College Center
for Urban and Regional Applied Research Working
Paper; 2011, June 5.

19. Governer’s Books from Birth Foundation.
Tennessee’s Imagination Library improves school
preparedness. Available at: http://uwcentralcoast.
org/PDF/BooksFromBirthResearch.pdf; 2008.
Accessed November 1, 2010.

20. Tennessee Board of Regents. Imagination
Library Program fall 2007 survey of pre-kinder-
garten teachers: Report of findings; 2008, January.
Available at: http://www.governorsfoundation.
org/pdf/PreKindergartenResultsFall07final.pdf.
Accessed November 1, 2010.

21. Sanders LM, Zacur G, Haecker T, Klass P.
Number of children’s books in the home: an

indicator of parent health literacy. Ambulatory
Pediatrics. 2004; 4(5):424-8.

22. Evans MDR, Kelley ], Sikora J, Treiman DJ.
Family scholarly culture and educational success:
Books and schooling in 27 nations. Research in
Social Stratification and Mobility; 2010, in press.
Available at: http://www.rodneytrice.com/stbb/
articles/home.pdf

23. Sell MA. Kindergarten Readiness Indicator:
Instrument scoring and validation technical report.
Memphis, TN: Memphis City Schools; 2008.

24. Golova, N., Alario, A., Viver, P., Rodriguez,
M. & High, P. Literacy promotion for Hispanic

families in a primary care setting: A randomized,
controlled trial. Pediatrics. 1999; 5: 993-997.

25. Mendelsohn AL, Mogilner, LN, Dreyer BP,
Forman JA, Weinstein SC, Broderick M, Cheng
KJ, Magloire T, Moore T, & Napier C. The Im-
pact of a Clinic-Based Literacy Intervention On
Language Development in Inner-City Preschool

Children. Pediatrics. 2001; 107(1): 130-134.

/3

26. Monique Senechal M, LeFevre ]. Parental
involvement in the development of children’s

reading skill: A five-year longitudinal study.
Child Development. 2002; 73(2): 445-460.

27. Debaryshe BD, Binder JC, Buell MJ. Moth-
ers’ implicit theories of early literacy instruction:
Implications for children’s reading and writing.
Early Child Development and Care. 2000; 160:
119-131.

28. Reese E, Cox A. Quality of adult book read-
ing affects children’s emergent literacy. Develop-

mental Psychology. 1999; 35(1): 20-28.




