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Executive Summary

· Parents overwhelmingly report that The Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library(IL) program is effective at increasing time spent reading with children, making children more interested in books, making parents more comfortable reading to children, and increasing parent awareness of their children’s reading levels.

· Measures of program intensity such as a high proportion of IL books to total children’s books and reports of child excitement around arrival in the mail are strongly associated with parent reports of program effectiveness.

· The program appears to be achieving greatest effects for families that need literacy support the most: those with lower education levels, higher incidence of lone-parents, and with lower total numbers of children’s books.

· Parents demonstrate very high levels of support for the program model through both program specific and more diffuse forms of support.

· IL households demonstrate rich home literacy environments with high levels of shared reading and high levels of parent interaction and engagement of children around book content.

· Evaluation results suggest three means of program improvement: (1) focus on recruiting and maintaining contact with lower SES households; (2) capitalize on the effectiveness of the literacy moment that occurs when books arrive in the mail; (3) experiment with supporting and reinforcing already rich household literacy environments through linkage to community institutions such libraries, schools, and early education programs such as Head Start and Even Start

· Future evaluation of the IL program should proceed in two directions: (1) a formative evaluation of shared reading practices using outside observers in participants homes; and/or (2) an impact evaluation with a strong research design including a baseline measure, a comparison group, longitudinal follow-up and use of a valid child literacy measure.

Introduction to the Study

For three decades the issue of literacy development for young children has been an important concern of policy makers and educators alike.  Reports like the National Academy of Education’s Commission on Reading (1985) that described reading aloud to children as the “single most important activity for building the knowledge required for eventual success in reading” have set an agenda for both public policy and political rhetoric.  Most experts on the subject of literacy also agree that shared reading is indeed a critical experience for young children.   However, despite its importance, there remains much room for improvement in the frequency of shared reading at home.  A 1998 survey found that 16% of parents of children age 3 and younger do not read to their children and another 23% read to their children only once or twice per week (Young et al. 1998).  Furthermore, there appear to be important differences in access to early literacy experiences by social class, threatening to make children from lower income homes less ready to succeed at reading and writing once they arrive at school than their peers from middle class households (Lee and Brukham, 2002; National Research Council, 1998; hereafter NRC).  

In response to growing awareness that critical aspects of literacy acquisition begin at very early ages, The Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library (IL) program was developed to support the early literacy experiences of young children, birth to age five, by sending new age-appropriate books to children every month.  Children registered in the program at birth could potentially receive 60 books through the end of program eligibility at age five.  By increasing the number and quality of early literacy experiences across the birth to kindergarten portion of the lifespan, the program is believed to make children more ready for school entry.  The Imagination Library was designed around a very simple program theory that consists of three elements.  The primary element in the program theory is that shared reading of picture books between adults and young children in the home context is an important contributor to school readiness and later literacy achievement.  Two secondary elements also follow.  First, IL program developers believe that the presence of more new age-appropriate books in the home is likely to increase the number and quality of literacy experiences that young children have.  Second, the arrival of new books on a predictable monthly interval is likely to make children more excited about the receipt of new books and their use. 

Research Questions

In order to better understand how the IL program works in the many communities that have adopted it, this evaluation was commissioned to ask parents about their experiences with the IL program and to investigate the literacy practices and resources that characterize household literacy environments to which the IL program contributes.  The research methodology is a simple survey of participating parents and represents the first formative step in a multi-stage comprehensive evaluation to be conducted in future years.  Surveying parents has been one of the primary means of assessing early literacy, and parent reports of child literacy experiences have demonstrated reliability as indicators of later reading success (Dickinson & DeTemple, 1998)

The key research questions addressed by the survey of IL participants are as follows:

· How do children feel about receiving the books?

· What are the effects of the IL on the quality of family time?

· What are the effects of the program on parent awareness of their child’s literacy skills?

· What are the literacy practices and resources that constitute household literacy environments of program participants?

· How do parents and children feel about the IL and its founder?

· What are the key predictors of parent reported outcomes for program children?
Review of the Literature
This review summarizes what is known about the benefits of reading to young children and the impact of programs that distribute books to families with young children.

Emergent Literacy Research
A fundamental assumption of the IL program theory is that reading and writing skills emerge in early childhood, before the onset of formal literacy training in school.  Emergent literacy has been defined as consisting of the “skills, knowledge and attitudes that are presumed to be developmental precursors to conventional forms of reading and writing… and the environments that support these developments” (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).  The concept is important because it suggests that interventions that aim to make children more successful readers and writers in school, and into adulthood, should begin before children start school.  The research related to the concept of emergent literacy can be usefully divided into general areas, one focused on the relationships between the characteristics of emergent literacy and later literacy development, and the other on the impact of early literacy environments on the characteristics of emergent literacy.  

Emergent literacy and later literacy development.  Although not the primary focus of this review, mention of the known links between emergent literacy and later literacy skills provides evidence that the characteristics of emergent literacy are of consequence to the development of reading and writing skills as children age.  The research record suggests several components of emergent literacy that are related to the development of later reading and writing abilities and this evidence has been the subject of comprehensive review on several occasions (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; International Reading Association and the National Association for the Education of Young Children, 1998; Scarborogh & Dobrich, 1994; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).  Figure 1 below reflects a preliminary typology of the emergent literacy characteristics that support later literacy development.

	Figure 1 – Emergent Literacy Skills Related to Later Reading Skills (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998)

	Emergent Literacy Component


	Brief Definition

	Language


	Semantic, syntactic, and conceptual knowledge

	Narrative


	Understanding and producing narrative

	Conventions of print


	Knowledge of standard print format (e.g., left-to-right, front-to-back orientation)

	Knowledge of graphemes


	Letter-name knowledge

	Syntactic awareness


	Repair grammatical errors

	Phoneme-grapheme correspondence


	Letter-sound knowledge, pseudoword decoding

	Emergent writing


	Phonetic spelling

	Phonological memory


	Short-term memory for phonologically coded information (e.g., numbers, non-words, sentences)

	Rapid naming


	Rapid naming of serial lists of letters, numbers, or colors

	Print motivation


	Interest in print shared reading


Impact of early literacy environment on emergent literacy.  The concept of emergent literacy is also important because it has alerted researchers to the importance of early literacy environments.  Obviously the home and family provide a centrally important context for emergent literacy.  Because the IL program is focused on the home literacy environment, it is the primary focus for the discussion of emergent literacy environments in this review.  Home literacy environments are composed of several critical elements that support emergent literacy development.  Hess and Holloway (1984; see discussion in NRC, 1998) described five key elements of the home literacy environment: value placed on literacy, press for achievement, availability and instrumental use of reading materials, reading with children, and opportunities for verbal interaction.  Of these, the frequency of reading with children has received the most attention by public policy leaders and learning researchers.  However, some studies have found relationships between other attributes of home literacy environment and child language outcomes, including the number of books in the home, trips to the library, frequency of child requests for shared reading, and the age at which parents began to read with the child (Lee and Brukham, 2002; Payne et al. 1994).

There also appear to be differences in home literacy environments by social class: lower income children tend to experience stark negative disparities regarding both book ownership and shared reading experiences at home (Adams, 1990; McCormick & Mason, 1986; Neuman, 1999).   Although low SES status is associated with fewer literacy experiences, it is important to remember that in several large and nationally representative studies, SES was only a moderate to weak correlate with reading outcomes – and in several cases the home literacy environment was a stronger correlate (see discussion in NRC, 1998).  Low SES is a marker for low literacy achievement, but is not in and of itself a cause of low literacy achievement.  

Shared Reading.  The impact of shared storybook reading on literacy development has received the most attention by literacy researchers.  Shared reading experiences are important not only because they are an indicator of the frequency of literacy experiences for young children, but also because shared reading constitutes an apprenticeship period of reading and language instruction from parent to child (Lesemen & de Jong, 1998).   Indeed, interactive parent-child reading experiences may be the most important element of the home literacy environment (Bus et al. 1995).   Further, it also appears that the gains to child literacy acquisition through shared reading experiences in the home are larger for younger children and decline in importance as children enter formal instruction at school (Bus et al., 1995; Meyer et al., 1994).  

The primary proximate outcome of shared reading research is improved language acquisition and development (Dickinson & Snow, 1987; Dickinson & Tabors, 1991; Senechal et al., 1998), although other elements of emergent literacy such as knowledge about books and letter identification have also been studied.  Language acquisition and development are centrally important predictors of literacy achievement in the early elementary grades (see reviews in Scarborough & Bobrich, 1994; NRC, 1998; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).

Two important reviews of the research on shared reading between parents and children were conducted in the 1990’s (Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994; Bus, van IJzendoorn, & Pelligrini, 1995).  Together the reviews analyzed results from nearly 40 studies to conclude that shared book reading with preschool-aged children produces consistent positive results in language acquisition – an important predictor of later literacy achievement.  However, the later review by Bus, van Ijzendoorn, and Pelligrini provided a more appropriate methodology for the analysis of research results over groups of studies, and concluded that shared reading experiences also make a contribution to emergent literacy skills as well as later reading achievement.  

In both reviews, frequency of shared reading experiences was the only indicator of the quality of parent-child reading experiences.  The qualities of parent-child reading experiences are, however, a critically important issue.  Is simply the fact that parents read to children important, or does it make a difference how adults interact with children through books?  Certainly the answer is “yes and yes.”  Several studies have found that simply the number of books available makes a difference for literacy related outcomes in pre-school aged children (Neuman, 1999; Payne et al., 1994; Senechal et al., 1996; see review in Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994).  Other factors such as the child’s and parent’s dispositions toward reading (Bus et al., 1997; Edwards & Pleasants, 1997) have demonstrated significance.  In one of the few studies that considers these factors jointly, Leseman and de Jong (1998) found that the opportunity to have literacy experiences, the quality of instruction received from the parent, and the disposition toward shared reading were each independently related to literacy outcomes at school entry.

Interactive reading.  In a series of studies, the characteristics of shared reading experiences have been evaluated to specify the kinds of sotrybook reading practices that most benefit children in both the home and classroom context (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Wasik & Bond, 2001; Whitehurst & Arnold, 1994; Whitehurst & Epstein et al., 1994).  In general, the treatments were interaction strategies where adults asked open-ended questions, created opportunities for children to join in the storytelling, and encouraged children to discuss the story following the book reading episode.  In general, these approaches have demonstrated significant relationships to vocabulary and language acquisition, although the one-on-one circumstance of parent-child shared reading experience appears to have stronger effects than shared reading in the preschool classroom (Lonigan & Whitehurst, 1998; Whitehurst & Arnold, 1994).  It has been suggested that oral language skills are particularly related to shared reading experiences whereas written language skills are the product of more intentional reading and writing instructional efforts on the part of parents (Senchal et al., 1998).

Research on book distribution programs


Due to the growing body of research that demonstrates the importance of picture book reading at home for very young children, a few programs with some similarity to the Imagination Library have been created in recent decades.  This section describes research on book distribution programs with special attention given to the Reach Out and Read (ROR) program due to the significant body of related research that has been conducted over the past decade.

Book Floods.  Book Floods is an approach to improving literacy that was used in several worldwide literacy campaigns in the 1980s and 1990s.  The concept is simply to flood classrooms with high-interest storybooks and to provide simple teacher workshops in support of students’ frequent interaction with the books (Elley, 2001).  In repeated evaluations, the book immersion approach has registered positive effects (Elley, 2001).  One evaluation found “striking gains for children from ages 7-12 in nine countries in reading comprehension, word comprehension, word recognition, and oral language.” (summary statement quoted from Neuman, 1999).  Access to high-quality books for language learners also contributed to gains in second language acquisition (Mangubhai, 2001).

 Books Aloud.  Books Aloud was a book distribution program modeled after the Book Floods concept and conducted in one large American metropolitan area in 1996.  The program reached 337 child care centers caring for over 17,000 children infant to age five.  To these centers were sent 88,960 high quality, hard-bound books, to achieve a ratio of five books per child.  Book cases and display racks were also included.  In addition, collaborative activities between child-care centers and local libraries (who also received 55,000 of the same titles) such as puppet shows, story tellers, and speakers were scheduled for the entire project year.    Books Aloud also provided 10 hours of training to child care staff at their local library branches on read-aloud strategies and thematic activities (Neuman, 1999).  With greater access to books and support from trainers, study group caregivers became more focused on literacy activity and this had positive effects on children’s motivation, interest, and time spent on reading activities.  The program had fairly dramatic effects on children’s concepts of print, letter name knowledge, and concepts of writing (Neuman, 1999).  Effects were also found over time.  At kindergarten (6 months later), Books Aloud children outperformed control group children on every measure of early literacy (Nueman 1999).

Little Books.  In two studies, McCormick and Mason evaluated the Little Books literacy program.  In the Little Books program, children were given a small, easy-to-read book that contained simple words, simple illustrations and repetitive text.  Parents were given additional Little Books and a printed guideline for their use.  Little Books were also mailed to the child’s home in subsequent months.  In the first study, the program group outscored the control group on word knowledge, spelling knowledge, and number of words read from Little Books.  In the second study, the program group read more words, but demonstrated no differences on the other measures (studies described in Whitehurst & Lonigan, 1998).

Reach Out and Read.  The Reach Out and Read (ROR) program was developed by pediatricians in Boston in the early 1990’s and has expanded to over 1,100 sites in 50 states (Needlman et al., 2002).  The purpose of the ROR program, in the words of the developer, is “to foster a love of books and help lay the foundation for reading success in elementary school” (Needlman et al., 2002).   The ROR program consists of three elements: 

· guidance about the importance of book reading during visits to the doctors office along with modeling and observation of parent-child books use

· provision of developmentally and culturally appropriate picture books to families during visits to the doctor

· community volunteers read to children in waiting rooms and model shared reading for parents

The ROR program has generated a considerable record of empirical research, with seven published studies exploring the impact of the program on parent dispositions, parent behaviors, and child language outcomes.  


In an initial study of the program, participating parents in an urban primary care clinic that had been given a book by their physician, were approximately four times more likely to report reading aloud as a favorite activity than were parents who were not given a picture book (Needlman, 1991).  In a series of four experimental studies with other low income samples, participation in the ROR program was consistently associated with increased rates of book sharing with children and reports that book sharing was a favorite activity (Golova et al., 1999; High et al., 1998; High et al., 2000; Sanders et al., 2000).   In two of these studies by Golova et al. (1999) and Sanders et al. (2000), the samples were primarily Hispanic, demonstrating effects on parent literacy attitudes across cultural and linguistic lines.  


In another study of 352 children that followed-up two years later with parents who had received a book during a well child visit (between the ages of 2 and 24 months), program participants were two times more likely to report reading together with their children than were control subjects who received no books (Jones et al., 2000).  Interestingly, both groups received advice from the physician regarding literacy practices with their child.  However, the treatment group also received books (up to 8 depending on the regularity of visits) and modeling of reading behavior from the physician.  


Research has also demonstrated a linkage between ROR and improved child language skills.  As Needlman et al. (2002) have noted, studies that focused on change in measured child literacy outcomes were critical since parent reports are subject to social desirability bias.  In a study by High and colleagues (High et al., 2000), 153 low income children at several urban clinics were randomly assigned to treatment and control groups based on the scheduling of visits on alternate days.  About half of the children received free books that were developmentally appropriate, contained colorful pictures and depicted culturally diverse images.  The parents were given advice on reading aloud with their children.  The other half received the normal primary care.  When children were 14 to 25 months old, and after an average of three visits, parents were administered the MacArthur Communicative Development Inventories (Short Form; Fenson et al. 2000).  Controlling for family characteristics, age and pre-test language ability, the treatment had positive effects on both expressive and receptive language outcomes for older toddlers, aged 18-25 months.


A similar but quasi-experimental study was conducted by Mendelsohn and colleagues (2001) at two urban pediatric clinics serving similar populations.  A total of 122 children, on average four years old, completed all of the measures for the treatment and control samples.  The treatment consisted of free books, guidance to parents regarding reading aloud with children, and modeling of book reading behaviors at the clinic by doctors and literacy volunteers.  Child expressive and receptive language was assessed on the One-Word Picture Vocabulary Test.  Controlling for family characteristics, age, and home literacy practices, the treatment had positive effects on both expressive and receptive language outcomes.

Summary

· Shared reading is an important early literacy experience related to later literacy success.

· Simple access to literacy experiences in the home appears to support literacy development although the quality of shared reading (parent instruction and disposition) are also critical contributors.

· Participation in book immersion programs has successfully improved home literacy practices as well as child language and emergent literacy outcomes.

Methods Used to Evaluate the IL Program
Evaluation data was collected through a mail survey to a random sample of participants at each of three sites during the months of July and August 2003.  Eight hundred twenty one completed surveys were collected from the three sites.  Respondents were offered a free book from the IL program as an incentive.  The Family Literacy Survey (Appendix 1) was designed to gather parent reports of program effects as well as to provide a detailed description of the literacy environment in households participating in the IL program.  Because this evaluation design does not include a comparison group, scientifically rigorous conclusions are not drawn regarding the impact of the program.  However, parents were asked to describe how the program affected literacy experiences in their households and these responses are reported in both quantitative and qualitative forms.

Based on prior research, several multi-item scales (or constructs) were developed to capture household literacy attributes that were of broader meaning than the individual survey items.  These constructs are focused on general types of literacy practice and resources that constitute the household literacy environment.  Practices include both the frequency of actions taken to gain access books and to use books that were already available, as well as specific reading behaviors that occur between an adult and child.  Resources include material goods such as the number of books in the home, attributes such as parent education level, and parent dispositions toward reading and early literacy.

Program attribute variables are designed to capture the intensity of program experience.  These measures include (1) the ratio of IL books to total children books and (2) parent reports of child excitement at receipt of a book through the mail.

Although the study is primarily descriptive, multi-variate analysis was conducted to model relationships between program related outcomes, the household literacy environment, and program attributes.  Due to limitations of the research design, this outcome modeling should be viewed with caution and is designed primarily to support development of a comprehensive impact evaluation design for use in the future.   In general, results are presented separately for each site in the descriptive analyses and in aggregate for the multivariate analyses.  

Sample Used in this Evaluation
The sample for the IL Evaluation was drawn at three sites in order to capture variation in length of participation in the IL program.  The three sites are Sevier County Tennessee, the City of Sioux Falls South Dakota, and Morgan County Georgia.  In 2003, the Sevier County site had been in operation for six years and was serving 2,409 children; the Morgan County site had been in operation for 2.5 years and was serving 1,134 children; the Sioux Falls site had been in operation for 1.5 years and was serving 6,682 children.
Response Rates 

Response rates for the Family Reading Survey were remarkably high for a mail survey, reaching 59% at the Sioux Falls site and an overall return rate of 49%.  Table 1 describes the population, final sample, and response rate at each of the three sites.
  From each original data set, subjects without complete contact information were eliminated, and from this complete information population (column 2 of Table 1), the three random samples were drawn.  

Table 1: Sample and Response Rates

	
	Original Population
	Complete Info Population
	Random Sample
	Complete Surveys
	Response Rate

	TN


	2,409
	2,341
	585
	277
	47%

	SD


	6,682
	5,411
	597
	355
	59%

	GA


	1,134
	1,108
	479
	189
	39%

	Total
	10,225
	8,860
	1,661
	821
	49%


Sample Characteristics by Site


Background Characteristics.  Background data was collected on variables that prior research has established as related to household literacy practices, school readiness, and school success.  The samples at each site were similar across most of the background indicators.  However, statistically significant differences (Chi-square 53.79,4; p=.00) were detected in reference to education level, with the Sioux Falls site exhibiting higher levels of education than the other two sites.  Table 2 below presents education level by site.

Table 2 – Education Level by Site

	 
	SD
	GA
	TN

	HS Diploma or less 


	13.8%
	27.5%
	33.1%

	Some College or Two-Year Degree 


	33.0%
	32.8%
	39.7%

	Bachelors or more 


	53.3%
	39.7%
	27.2%

	 Total
	100.0%
	100.0%
	100.0%


There were no statistically significant differences across the sites in the percentage of single parent households, averaging 12.7% for the total sample.  This and other background indicators by site are listed in Table 3.

The last two rows in Table 3 present the average age of participants and the average months children were enrolled in the IL program at the three sites.
  Age does not appear to vary systematically by site and falls close to the median month (31) in a program that serves children over a 60 month period of eligibility.  As expected total number of months enrolled in the program increases considerably across programs in parallel with the length of time that each site has been implementing the IL program.

Table 3: Site Comparisons Across Other Background Indicators

	
	SD
	GA
	TN

	Percentage Lone parent households
	10.8
	17.6
	11.6

	Average number of people living in the home


	3.9
	3.9
	3.7

	Average number of children in the IL program


	1.4
	1.4
	1.3

	Percent of Households with English as their first language


	98.0
	99.0
	96.0

	Percent of IL surveys answered by a parent (as opposed to a guardian or grand parent)


	99.0
	96.0
	96.0

	Average age in months of oldest child in the IL program


	36.5
	38.2
	35.28

	Average number of months enrolled for oldest child in IL
	16.6
	22.4
	26.2


Comparison to General Population.  In general, the study sample appears to have higher levels of education than the general population in places surveyed.  As a comparison, general population data for the 2000 census was drawn for each of the three study sites.  For both Sevier and Morgan counties, the percentage of the population over 25 years of age with at least a high school education was nearly 75% and for Sioux Falls the number was nearly 90%.  In contrast, these percentages were much higher for the study samples, with over 93% of each site having at least a high school diploma.   It is possible that with a written survey used as the mechanism of data collection, that the sample was biased against the inclusion of very low education households due to low literacy levels and mobility.
  However, it is also likely that the overall distribution of households participating in the IL program is skewed toward higher levels of education than present in a normal distribution of households for each place.  For example, the percent of Sevier County population having a bachelors degree or higher in the 2000 census data is 13.5% compared to 27.2% of the Sevier County sample for this study.  Similarly, 12.1% of the overall study sample report attainment of a graduate degree while, according to census data, the general population at the places surveyed ranged between 4.5% and 6.8% in 2000.  Conversely, the rate of lone-parent households ranged from 4.7% to 7.4% in the 2000 census data,  nearly half the rate of single parent households than each of the study sites.  Ultimately, we do not have the right kind of data to answer the question of population distribution within the IL program definitively. 

Descriptive Findings: Outcomes, Program Knowledge, and the Household Literacy Environment 

This section reports descriptive data by site for program outcomes, knowledge, and the household literacy environment.  Program outcomes include the number of IL books in the household and parent reported effects.  The number of books received is sharpened as an outcome variable by calculating the ratio of IL books to total household children’s books so that it is possible to identify households where the IL books have made a greater (proportionally) contribution to literacy resources.

The depth of literacy practices and resources that constitute the household literacy environment provides an assessment of the need for literacy support and school readiness programs like the Imagination Library.  Assessment of these literacy practices and resources also provides insight into how the Imagination Library might be adapted to better fit the needs of its clientele.  
Program Outcomes

Importance of IL as a source of books.  One of the central goals of the IL program is increase the number of literacy experiences for children in participating households.  The program tries to accomplish this outcome by increasing the number of high quality books and by using the mail to create excitement around the receipt of new books.  However, it is possible to imagine that simply raising the number of books may be less effective in households where the number of children’s is already large.  For this reason, it is important to know how large a proportion IL books are of the total number of children’s books in a household.
  Indexes of the total number of children’s books and the number of IL books that are available in the survey data were used to create a three-level ratio of IL to total children’s books: IL is described as a primary source, a median source or a minor source of children’s books in the book ratio variable.  For the total sample of 821 households, there were 34% where IL is a primary source of books, 47.8% where IL is a median source, and 18.3% where IL is a minor source of children’s books.

Parent Views on Program Effects.  Although this evaluation does not employ a comparison group as a part of the research design, and therefore does not provide quantitative estimates of program impact, parents were asked to give their opinion as to the effectiveness of the IL program on several dimensions.
  Table 4 presents the percentage of parents agreeing with statements regarding program outcomes.  Overwhelmingly parents report that participation in the program has made children more interested in books, while over three quarters report that the arrival of a book in the mail is an important literacy event.  It also appears that the program has effected positive change in the amount of time that many families spend reading together and has improved parents’ awareness of their children’s reading levels and abilities.  Finally, approximately half of all parents report that participation in the IL program has changed the way that parents spend time with their children.

Table 4 - Parent Reports on Program Outcomes (Percent Yes)
	
	SD
	GA
	TN

	Has receiving books from the Imagination Library made your child more 

interested in books?


	82
	87.2
	86.7

	Does your child look forward to the arrival of a book?


	75.5
	78.5
	75

	Does your child feel differently about Imagination Library books than other books?


	24.5
	26.5
	35.3

	Has receiving books regularly made you more comfortable with reading with your child?


	54.3
	65.9
	68.1

	Would you say you read to your child more often?


	67.5
	68.3
	78.5

	Has receiving books increased your awareness of your child's reading level?


	67.2
	63.5
	68.8

	Has participation in the Imagination Library program changed the way you spend time with your child/children?


	46
	54.1
	55.2


Although these findings from parent reports provide a substantial endorsement of the IL program model, they do not go very far in describing how the program achieves these outcomes.  Qualitative data collected on several open-ended question provides further insight into how the IL program achieves the effects that parents report.

Qualitative Evidence of Program Outcomes.  A more formative source of information on program effectiveness were answers to three open-ended questions regarding (1) how IL participation has changed the way time is spent with children in the household, (2) why the child is excited about the arrival of new books, and (3) if the child feels differently about IL books.  

Over one half of the sample (51.6%) responded that participation in the IL did change the way they spent time with their child.  Of these, the most prominent response was that the books were an impetus to family reading (16% of the entire sample).   Representative comments included:

· “She can almost read them by herself.  She didn’t like to sit still to read at first.  Now she goes and gets the book she wants to read.” 

· “We spend more time reading and they love going over the books again and again.

· “A lot more reading, a lot less TV”

The second most prominent response (12% of the entire sample) was that receiving the books was exciting and they read the books immediately after they received them in the mail.  Representative comments included:

· "We are reading more.  The instant the books are opened, we sit and read.  Sometimes right on the driveway by the letter box then again with their father and any friends"

· "Sometimes we get the mail as we're leaving the house and we sit in the car and read it right then"

· "When we get a new book we read it right away.  He usually wants it read to him several times in a row, and then he can tell you all about it.  


In relation to the arrival of a book through the mail, 83.8% of the sample reported that their children were excited at the arrival of new books.  In describing why the children were excited, 41% (of the entire sample) stated that it was the fact that the books arrived addressed to the child in the mail.  Another 25% (of the entire sample) suggested that their children looked forward to receiving the books because they were new.  

Of the 29% of the sample that reported that their children felt differently about IL books, it was again the fact that the books arrived in the mail that made children feel differently about them that was the most frequently offered answer (10% of the entire sample).

Knowledge, Attitudes and Preferences Related to the Imagination Library Program


Across the sites there were both statistically and substantively significant difference in name recognition for Dolly Parton.  In Sevier County, as at the other sites, the name is universally known among adults.  However, dramatic difference occur in name recognition for children, dropping to around half of program children in Sevier and much lower in Georgia and South Dakota.  A similar pattern is true for association of the name Dolly Parton with the receipt of books.  Table 5 describes patterns of name recognition and association with books across the three sites.  

Table 5: Knowledge of Dolly Parton

	
	% Answering Yes

	
	SD
	GA
	TN

	Do you know who Dolly Parton is?


	99.7
	97.4
	100

	Does your child know who Dolly Parton is?


	9.2
	15.6
	57.2

	Does your child associate Dolly Parton with the monthly books?


	6.6
	10.9
	50.6

	Do you know who your local sponsor of the Imagination Library is?


	74.4
	62.1
	47.4



Regardless of name association with the IL program, participants nearly universally feel that the books are of high quality (over 98% at each site) and the great majority report that the mail delivery element of system works effectively – only 13.7% report ever receiving a book in damaged condition.  For this sample, that amounts to 113 damaged books in 16,635 mailings.

 
Another important indicator of attitudes toward the program concerns social judgments about the receipt of books without charge.  Perhaps because the program is open to all who want to use it, or because the participant pool is highly educated, few participants associate receipt of books with the term “charity.”  Table 6 describes attitudes toward the IL program with the largest majority of participants viewing the program as simply a gift of books.

Table 6 – Attitudes Toward the IL Program as a Gift, Service or Charity

	Attitudes Toward Imagination Library

	
	Percent Agreeing

	
	SD
	GA
	TN

	A gift of books
	80.7
	81.0
	81.6

	A social service
	12.4
	13.2
	14.0

	An act of charity
	6.9
	5.8
	4.4


Perhaps the most important statement of generalized support for the program is the number of participants who tell other people to join up.  Across the sites, between 82% and 89% of all respondents reported that they had encouraged others in their community to sign up for the program.

Finally, the tally of favorite books across sites is provided in Appendix 2.  Although several books clearly stood out as favorites, it is significant that by far the largest response category was that there were too many favorites to list one specific book – again demonstrating generalized support for the program.

Household Literacy Environment: Practices and Resources


This section describes the prevalence of various literacy practices and resources that constitute the household literacy environment.  Literacy practices include frequency of reading with children, family activities that support literacy (e.g. library attendance), and interactive reading behaviors that occur within the parent child dyad as books are shared.  Literacy resources include parent education level (described above), the number of books in the home, and parent attitudes toward early literacy.

Frequency of reading with children.  The frequency of reading with children is an indicator of a home environment that supports early literacy development.  Over 85% of the total sample reported reading with their child almost every day or more.  There were no statistically significant differences across the sites on patterns of response to this question.  

Table 7 – Frequency of Reading with Children (Percentages) by Site

	
	SD
	GA
	TN

	One or more times each day


	46.0
	49.7
	46.2

	Almost every day


	39.5
	35.8
	39.7

	More than once each week


	13.6
	12.8
	13.0

	More than once each month
	0.8
	1.6
	0.7


Reading Practices.  In addition to frequency of reading with children, parents were also asked about several other early reading practices.   Over three fourths of parents reported reading to children at bedtime each day (77.5%).  Nearly half of all parents reported reading to children at the same time each day (47.2).  However, another 40% of parents could not make an agree or disagree response to this item, indicating that it was hard for many parents to say if they read on a regular schedule or not.

Family literacy practices (in addition to frequency of shared reading described above) also include visits to the book store and the library.  For indicators of family actions taken to provide acces to books and their use, 35.3% of families reported almost never a  visiting a book store and 46.3% reported almost never visiting a library with their children.

Parents also enacted interactive reading practices that heightened child engagement with books by supporting child interests and by talking about book content during reading time in the home.  When reading with children, parents usually: allowed children to pick their own books (91.7%), had the children sit on their lap (83.5%), asked about the child questions about the book (76.1%), and allowed the child to point out objects in the book (89.0).  Table 8 provides the percentage of parents answering ‘yes’ to four interactive reading practice items by site.

Table 8 – Interactive Reading Behaviors the Parent Usually Adopts During Book Sharing

	
	SF
	GA
	TN

	Child sits on my lap


	84.7
	79.4
	84.8

	I ask the child questions about the book


	78.2
	73.0
	75.5

	I ask the child to point out objects or words in the book


	91.8
	89.9
	84.7

	I let the child pick the books we share
	94.9
	89.9
	88.7


Reading Resources.  The number of books in the home is one of the most commonly used research indicators of literacy resources.  There were no statistically significant differences by site on the total number of children’s books in the home.  However, the tally of IL books is different across sites – programs that have been operating for longer periods have sent more books to participating families.  Table 9 describes the total number of all children’s books (columns 2-4) and the number of books from the Imagination Library (columns 5-7) in respondent households.  Nearly two-thirds of the combined sample (65.4%) reported having 51 or more children’s books in the household, while only 11.7% report having fewer than 26 children’s books available.   Conversely, 73.4% of the combined sample reported having 25 or fewer IL books in their children’s home library – although the numbers increase with months that the IL program has been in operation at each site.  

Table 9 – Number of Books and Number of IL Books in the Household by Site

	
	Percent of Households for 

Total Children’s Books 
	
	Percent of Households for

IL Program Books

	# of Books
	SF
	GA
	TN
	
	SF
	GA
	TN

	1-10


	.8
	1.1
	4.0
	
	32.9
	26.1
	19.3

	11-25


	8.8
	10.1
	10.5
	
	56.7
	44.7
	35.3

	26-50


	24.6
	23.9
	20.3
	
	9.6
	22.9
	26.5

	51-75


	23.2
	21.3
	16.3
	
	.8
	5.9
	12.7

	76-100


	16.7
	13.3
	14.1
	
	--
	--
	5.5

	100 or more
	25.8
	30.3
	34.8
	
	--
	.5
	.7


It appears that in nearly all households children are given free access to the IL program books.  Over 91% of households report that children can use the books “any time” – suggesting that the novelty of receiving IL books in the mail does not result in their being shelved for special occasions or held as an object to be collected and not used as a literacy resource.

Another important group of reading resources are adult dispositions toward reading and early literacy experiences.   Overwhelmingly participants reported that they believed that they played an important role in teaching their children to read and write (99% in the combined sample) and that they knew how to pick out appropriate and engaging books for their children (95% in the combined sample).  Additionally, parents believe that interactive reading behaviors are appropriate for children across the age span – less than 6% of parents selected the response that “my child is too young for reading” in any of the survey questions.

One of the most important indicators of a parent’s disposition toward reading is the frequency of reading for themselves.   Table 10 presents parent reports on their own reading frequency across the three sites.  Well over four fifths of the sample report reading almost every day or more.  Interestingly, these reports of parent reading frequency are highly correlated with parent reports on the frequency of reading with their children (pearson-r = 0.5, p=.00) and with their reports on how frequently their own parents read with them (pearson-r = 0.4, p=.00).

Table 10 – Parent Reports on Their Own Reading Frequency

	
	Percentages

	
	SD
	GA
	TN

	One or more times each day


	48.6
	57.4
	52.2

	Almost every day


	36.2
	29.3
	33.3

	More than once each week


	10.7
	10.6
	11.2

	More than once each month


	2.3
	1.1
	2.2

	Almost never
	2.3
	1.6
	1.1



Nearly all parents in the study (98.7% of the combined sample) also felt that it was important to act as a literacy role model by offering children the opportunity to see their own parents reading books, magazines, and newspapers.

Barriers to reading with children.  One further aspect of literacy resources is the parent’s perception of barriers to early literacy activity.  Lack of parental time was the most prominently cited barrier, although the parents own state of energy and children’s own interests in doing other things (not reading) were also barriers in a significant number of households.  The only statistically significant difference across the sites was for Sioux Falls respondents, where lack of time was a more pressing issue.  Importantly, only a very small portion of the sample reported that reading the books was problematic – reflecting high education levels reported across the site samples.

Table 11 – Parent Reported Barriers to Reading with Children (Percent Agreeing)

	
	SF
	GA
	TN

	Not enough time


	47.3
	38.2
	37.2

	Too tired


	34.5
	32.1
	27.9

	My child would rather do something else 


	33.8
	29.3
	33.5

	I have difficulty reading the books
	0.6
	1.6
	1.1


Summary of Descriptive Findings

· For 34% of study group households the IL program is a primary source of children’s books.

· Parents overwhelmingly endorse the effectiveness of the IL program in producing positive literacy outcomes.

· Qualitative evidence suggests that receiving books in the mail may be the most effective element of the IL process for increasing the quantity of shared book reading and the quality of family time spent around book sharing.

· Over 85% of adult study subjects report reading to their children almost every day or more.

· Over 77% of adult study subjects report reading to their children at bedtime.

· Large percentages of IL families report almost never visiting a book store (35.3%) or library(46.3%).

· Nearly all adults use interactive strategies to engage their children’s interests in reading and talk with them around book content.

· Over two thirds of the study group report having at least 51 children’s books in their homes.

· Nearly all adult study subjects believe that they have both an important teaching role and some early literacy expertise.

· Less than 6% of parent responded that children were too young for reading activity.

· Primary barriers to reading with children include time availability, being tired, and the child wanting to do something else.

Multivariate Findings: Literacy Outcomes, Literacy Environment, and Program Attributes

The multivariate analyses in this section were conducted for two purposes.  First, relationships between household literacy practices, resources, and outcomes are explored in order to better understand characteristics of IL participants who find the program most effective.  Because education level is the only socio-economic measure in the data set, special emphasis is placed on variation across literacy and program related measures by level of education.  Second, survey data are used to estimate statistical models of these relationships while testing hypotheses about how program participation effects parent reported outcomes.  Throughout this section, the entire three-site data set is used in aggregate.

Literacy Constructs and Measurement Scales

In order to increase the reliability and meaningfulness of survey data, several multi-item scales (constructs) were built into the Family Literacy Survey.  These scales attempt to measure multi-dimensional constructs that represent important facets of early literacy development and support. 

The Family Literacy Outcomes construct captures parent perceptions about the effects of the program on household early reading behaviors and knowledge.  The scale combines the following four items on a five-point agree/disagree scale and achieved scale reliability of .74 (Cronbach’s alpha) on 769 cases: Would you say you read to your child more often?; Has receiving books from the Imagination Library made your child more interested in books?; Has receiving books regularly made you more comfortable with reading with your child?; Has receiving books increased your awareness of your child's reading level?
The Interactive Reading Practice construct captures best-practice reading behaviors designed to fully engage children in the reading process.  The scale combines the following three items on a three-point scale and achieved scale reliability of .79 (Cronbach’s alpha) on 813 cases: I ask the child questions about the book; I ask the child to point out objects or words in the book; I let the child pick the books that we share.

The Family Literacy Practices construct captures the frequency of adult reading and early literacy practices in and outside the home.  The scale combines the following four items on a five-point frequency scale (almost every day=5 to never=1) and achieved scale reliability of .65 (Cronbach’s alpha) on 794 cases: I like to read; I read books with my children; I visit book stores with my child/children; I visit the library with my child/children.

The Literacy Dispositions construct captures parent beliefs/attitudes related to the parent role in early literacy experiences.  The scale combines the following four items on a five-point agree-disagree scale and achieved scale reliability of .68 (Cronbach’s alpha) on 816 cases: It is good for my child/children to see me reading a book, magazine or newspaper; It is fun to read with my child/children; I know how to pick out books to read to my child/children; It is important for me to play a part in teaching my child how to read and write.

The Time Barriers construct scale captures the constraints on time that parents report in relation to reading with their children.  The scale combines the following two items on a three-point scale and achieved scale reliability of .64 (Cronbach’s alpha) on 800 cases: There is not enough time to read with my child; I am too tired to read with my child.
Relationships Between Practices, Resources and Literacy Outcomes

Relationships Between Outcomes, Household Literacy environment, and Program Attributes.  This section describes patterns of association between literacy outcomes, practices and resources, and program attributes such as the book ratio and the excitement of children at receipt of books in the mail.  The pearson-r correlation coefficients provided in Table 12 describe the strength of association between measures, ranging between 0 (no association) and 1 (perfect association).  In general, relationships among these literacy measures are modest to weak.  As in prior research, parent education level and total number of children’s books in the household are related to most of the other characteristics of household literacy environments.  Importantly, parent education level has a negative association with family literacy outcomes, suggesting that those with lower education levels experienced greater program effects.  It is also significant that education level was not related to interactive reading practices, suggesting that across education levels parents are using similar interactive strategies with children.  Family literacy practices, a frequency-based measure, is associated with positive parent dispositions about literacy and negatively associated with a lack of time to spend reading with children.  Family literacy outcomes, a measure of IL program effects, is positively associated with the book ratio variable suggesting that households where the ratio of IL to all children’s books is higher, parent experience greater program effects.  The same is true for parent reports of child excitement at the receipt of books.

Table 12 – Correlation Matrix for Literacy Outcomes, Practices and Resources Variables
	
	Family outcomes
	Interactive reading practices
	Family literacy practices
	Family literacy disposition
	Parent education level
	Book ratio
	Child excited at arrival
	Total children’s books

	Interactive reading practices
	0.03
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Family literacy practices
	0.07+
	0.11**
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Family literacy disposition
	-0.01
	0.06+
	0.36**
	
	
	
	
	

	Parent education level
	-0.22**
	0.03
	0.03
	0.09*
	
	
	
	

	Book ratio
	-0.26**
	0.12**
	0.12**
	0.17**
	0.31**
	
	
	

	Child excited at arrival
	0.14**
	0.25**
	0.15**
	0.11**
	-0.02
	0.11**
	
	

	Total children’s books
	-0.16**
	0.26**
	0.12**
	0.17**
	0.26**
	0.76**
	0.25**
	

	Total months enrolled
	0.03
	0.16**
	-0.01
	0.01
	-0.04
	-0.06+
	0.11**
	0.23**

	** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

+ Correlation is significant at the 0. 1 level (2-tailed).


Outcomes and Household Literacy Environment by Level of Education.  Through the level of education variable, Table 12 begins to provide some insight into how the IL program interacts with households across levels off socio-economic status.  Table 13 breaks out four items on the family outcomes scale and presents the percentage of families responding ‘yes’ for each item by level of education.  In each case dramatic differences are evident from lowest to highest education levels and all are highly statistically significant.

Table 13 – Program Outcomes Items by Level of Education and Significance Test

	
	Percent of Families Answering ‘Yes’
	Significant Test

	As a result of the IL program:
	Some HS
	HS Diploma
	Some College
	Assoc Degree
	BA Degree
	Grad Courses
	Grad Degree
	Chi-Square
	Sig

	I read with my child  more often
	83
	84
	76
	72
	60
	64
	63
	33.00
	0.00

	My child is more interested in books
	91
	88
	88
	88
	80
	86
	77
	11.79
	0.07

	I am more comfortable reading to my child
	88
	73
	68
	60
	50
	62
	45
	43.15
	0.00

	I have increased awareness of my child’s reading level
	78
	72
	71
	72
	63
	63
	52
	18.05
	0.01



While families with lower education levels reported greater program effects on the items in Table 13, an item asking about child excitement at receiving books in the mail registered no significant differences across education levels.  This finding suggests that a ‘literacy event’ occurs when books arrive for children and that the prevalence of this ‘literacy event’ is evenly distributed across SES categories.

There were also statistically significant differences on Literacy Dispositions (F=1.814,p=.09), and Time Pressure (F=4.378,p=.00) scales – in each case with scores trending upward as level of education increased.  There were no statistically significant differences across education levels on the interactive reading practice or family literacy practice scales,
 suggesting that families in the sample read to children with similar frequency and interaction techniques
.


The number of children’s books in the home also differed across levels of education, trending upward by nearly two categories of the response variable between the lowest and highest levels of education and differences were statistically significant (Chi-square=98.41, df=30, p=.00).  Study respondents with less than a high school diploma reported an average of 26-50 children’s books while those with graduate degrees reported an average of 76-100 books.  

The ratio of IL books to total children’s books was also examined to determine if the IL program had a greater impact in terms of proportion of total household books across education levels.  Table 14 describes the percentage of households at three levels of education where the IL program is a primary source, a median source, or a minor source of children’s books (see note 4 for definition of these levels).

Table 14 – Importance of IL Program as a Source of Books by Education Level 
	
	HS or less (n=185)
	Some College (n=284)
	BA or more (n=331)

	Percent HH where IL is primary source
	53.5
	33.5
	23.6

	Percent HH where IL is a median source
	38.4
	50.0
	51.1

	Percent HH where IL is a minor source
	8.1
	16.5
	25.4



Although number of months enrolled demonstrates statistically significant differences across levels of education, the pattern does not trend clearly toward greater persistence/attrition by level of education.    However, the lowest average number of months enrolled in the IL program does fall at the lowest education level (less than high school) – suggesting that families most in need of educational support may have the highest rates of attrition.
Predictors of Early Literacy Outcomes and Practices.


In order to extend understanding of the relationships between variables, a multiple regression model (OLS) was estimated on the family literacy outcomes variable.  As described above, the family literacy outcomes variable represents a measure of program effects since it captures participating parents opinions about program effects in the household.    

The regression model presented in Table 15 provides two kinds of information.  First, the model estimates the strength of association between variables, while controlling for other measures thought to be related to early literacy success.  Second, the model provides a test of program effects by using the book ratio and child excitement variables as descriptors of program intensity in IL households.  The model tests two hypothesis: that there will be greater perception of program effects on the part of parents in households: (1) where IL is a more important source of children’s books; and (2) where children are excited about the receipt of a book in the mail.
  

Variables were entered into the regression model as blocks, in order from most distal to most proximate: parent education, child age, and single parent status as block one; literacy practices, literacy resources (dispositions and number of books), and barriers as block two; book ratio and child excitement as the final block of two variables.  Change in R-square is used as the measure of effect size.  


Predictors of Family Literacy Outcomes.  Lower education levels, lone-parent households, and smaller total numbers of children’s books in the home are positively associated with parent perceptions that the IL program is having beneficial effects.  Literacy practices (a frequency based measure) were associated with a weak positive relationships with parent perceptions that the program improves the home early literacy environment.  Interactive reading behaviors, literacy dispositions and time pressure were not related to parent perception of program effects.


Program Effects.  In households were the IL program contributes a greater proportion of total children’s books, parents see the program as having a greater impact on reading frequency, knowledge of child literacy levels, and comfort engaging children in literacy experiences.  This is true controlling for other literacy related variables.  Furthermore, the book ratio variable is a highly significant predictor and carries the largest standardized coefficient in the model (in parentheses).
  The magnitude of the book ratio finding can be interpreted as follows: for every unit decrease in the IL to total books ratio, there will be nearly a one third of a point increase(.30) in the family literacy outcomes scale.


The child excitement variable, second in the program intensity block, also demonstrates a pattern of statistically significant effects.  When parents report that children are excited about the receipt of books, the family outcomes score is raised by nearly one half of a point (.46).


As a measure of effects size the change in R-square is provided in the right hand column of Table 15.  Overall, the model explains 12.3% of the score variance on the family literacy outcomes measure.  The final program intensity block explains nearly as much total variance in the dependent variable as the initial block of variables, known in prior research to be related to early literacy outcomes.  [need comparison to total variance explained in other research]

Table 15 – Multiple Regression Models for Three Program Related Outcomes
	Model
	Family Literacy Outcomes
	Effects Size – Change in R-Square

	Intercept


	2.572
	

	Parent education level


	-.123**

(-.200)
	Adjusted R-square for block one=

.057**

	Lone parent household (dummy, 1=lone parent)


	.235+

(.057)
	

	Child age in months


	.002

(.024)


	

	Family literacy dispositions


	.009

(.009)
	 Change in adjusted R-square with block two=.024**



	Family literacy practices


	.052*

(.089)
	

	Interactive reading practices
	-.006

(-.005)
	

	Total children’s books in home


	.045

(.048)
	

	Time pressure


	-.08

(.051)


	

	Book ratio IL/Total (1=1/1, 5=1/5)


	-.303**

(-.282)
	Change in Adjusted R-square with block three=.055**

	Child excitement (dummy, 1=excited)
	.461**

(.143)
	

	Total R-square = .123

	**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

*  Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

+ Correlation is significant at the 0. 1 level (2-tailed).


Summary of the Multivariate Findings

· Among the IL participant base, parent reports that the program was effective were positively associated with lower education levels, suggesting that the IL program is having greatest effects within the population that needs it most.
· Literacy resources such as total household books and literacy dispositions were positively associated with increasing education levels.
· There were no differences in literacy practices or interactive reading practices by education level.
· Controlling for other variables, parents are more likely to report positive effects of the program if they have lower education levels, head a lone parent household, and have fewer total children’s books in the home.
· Controlling for other variables, program intensity measures such as the proportion of total children’s books from the IL program and child excitement at receipt of books in the mail are positively associated with parent reports of greater effects.
Discussion of the Descriptive and Multivariate Findings
Outcomes and the Household Literacy Environment


The program theory for the IL program consists of three elements.  The first, (1) that early literacy experiences lead to later literacy and school successes cannot be tested by this evaluation model.  However, the second and third elements – (2) belief that receiving high-quality and age-appropriate books will increase the quantity and quality of early literacy experience and (3) and belief that receiving books in the mail can be an effective way to increase children’s excitement about books – are addressed in this study.  


The second and third elements of the program theory appear to be substantially supported by the results reported above.  Nearly two thirds of IL program parents report that they read to their child more frequently as a result of participation.  Parents also report substantial other benefits to program participation such as increased comfort in book sharing and greater knowledge of their child’s reading level.  As to the strategy of addressing books to children for mail delivery, both quantitative and qualitative data support the efficacy of this component of the IL program model.  More importantly, in a multi-variate analysis which controlled for several other literacy related variables, measure of program intensity including the ratio of IL to total books and parent reports that children were excited at the arrival of books were strong predictors of parent reported program effects.


Because literacy success and school readiness are related to socio-economic measures, it is also significant that parent reported outcomes were negatively associated with parent education levels and two parent households.  It appears that the IL program is generating program effects in household that need support the most.


In terms of the household literacy environment, it is clear that participating households already provide a rich environment for early literacy support.  Large percentages of parents report reading almost daily with children and nearly all parents report the use of interactive reading strategies such as letting children pick books, stopping to let the child point out words and picture and talking with them about content.  However, household connection to outside literacy supports is cause for concern with large proportions of the sample reporting that they almost never visit books stores or libraries.
Program Support


It appears that program participants endorse the IL program model through several forms of both specific and more generalized support.  Specific forms of support for the program are evident in three components of the survey data.  First, as described in the outcomes section, parents report that the program works in several ways that fit the goals of the IL program model.  The second form of specific support is that nearly all IL participants report that they have encouraged others to join the IL program.  Qualitative data demonstrates that it is not simply the fact that the books are free or inexpensive (although this would also amount to and endorsement of the program model which is to send free books) but also the significance of receiving them in the mail as a support to children’s excitement about books that makes the program worthy of recommendation to their friends.  Finally, the fact that the IL program is not associated with the social stigma of charity by program participants means that the program model is successfully articulating with the social values of the clientele that it serves.


Diffuse support for the IL program model is apparent in two additional components of the survey data.  The first source of diffuse support for the program is found in the exceptionally high response rates to the survey.  In our experience, a small incentive is not enough to achieve one-time survey response rates of 50%.  Clearly because surveys were sent out on local sponsor letterhead, we tapped into a high level program trust among the local IL participants – and this trust probably follows from positive experiences with the program.  The second form of diffuse support is the near universal agreement among participants that parents should be involved in teaching children to read and write.  Parents say that they are ready to use the books that the IL sends.  

Bias toward Higher Levels of Education


Although we do not have appropriate data to provide a definitive answer to this question, it appears that the mailing lists for the IL program at the three sites are biased toward participants with higher levels of education.  This assertion must be treated with great caution since it is also possible that each of the site samples were simply skewed toward higher education levels due to sample cleaning or ineffective/unlucky sampling.  In either case, for the same skewed distribution to occur in each of three independent samples means that something systematic is occurring in either the way IL recruits and maintains client lists or in the way that written surveys bias the sample against persons with less than a high school education.  Probably both are true.  

Recommendations for Program Improvement and Future Evaluation

Program Improvement  

The following items are recommendations for improvement or further development of the IL program drawn from the body of evaluation results presented above.  

Focus on recruiting and maintaining contact with lower SES households.  It appears that the IL program maintains a client base that is biased toward households with higher levels of education – despite the fact the program effects appear to occur to a greater degree for households with lower levels of education.  It might be worth investment in extra efforts to recruit and stay connected with lower SES household through development of techniques that would allow contact to maintained in situations where household mobility is great – perhaps through collection of grandparent address information and using this when books come back returned.

Capitalize on the mail moment.  It also appears that the literacy event that occurs when books arrive in the mail addressed to children is a powerful predictor of family literacy outcomes.  It might pay to capitalize on this element of the program model by raising child identification with the mailed books (such as printing their name in larger letters or of an interesting color) or suggesting that parents foster this kind of excitement by talking about the arrival of books and stopping to read the books as soon as they arrive.

Link with community institution through library offerings.  Finally, it appears that while the household literacy environment is a rich source of literacy practices and resources for many IL households, attachment to literacy related community institutions is quite weak.  If IL local providers could link with local literacy institutions such as libraries, schools, churches, Head Start and Even Start agencies around specific books that are distributed through the IL program, stronger linkages between families and literacy support institutions might be fostered.
Program Evaluation Recommendations 

Future evaluation of the IL program should proceed in two directions: (1) a formative evaluation of shared reading practices using outside observers in participants homes; and/or (2) an impact evaluation with a strong research design including a baseline measure, a comparison group, longitudinal follow-up and use of a valid child literacy measure. 

The formative aspect is recommended for several reasons, but primarily due to the fact that our ability to know how parents interact with children around books through a survey is problematic.  Even though parents report in near universal numbers that they interact with children around book content it is impossible to tell from the responses whether parents are simply quizzing children with yes or no questions (convergent questioning) or using books as an opportunity to extend child vocabulary and build language from child interests (divergent questioning e.g. “what does that make you think about”).  By looking inside households it would provide the IL with greater insight as to how the use of IL books really occurs.  It would also build capacity and expertise within IL organizations around best practice in early literacy.  Another reason to use an in-home observation component as a next step in the IL evaluation would be to help local programs learn about their clients.  By asking a large sample of local programs to complete an in-home literacy observation, a great deal of knowledge would be gained by the local programs about who their clients are and how the IL books are used in client households.

The second element of recommendation for future evaluation is a longitudinal impact

evaluation.  This type of evaluation effort is the most difficult and most expensive to conduct, but it also provides the only real scientific proof that families who use the program do better on early literacy and school readiness than other similar families that do not participate in the program.  Because of expense, impact evaluation is not always an appropriate choice among evaluation alternatives but in consulting the present survey-based results and the literature review, there is a fairly strong case that the IL program model can produce positive effects that could be detected in a more scientifically rigorous study.  The specific research design could only come from a focused discussion about exactly what we want to know and the level of resources available
, but we recommend the following elements: (1) inclusion of a comparison group at the same or a different site; (2) capturing the baseline literacy levels in families that use the IL program through a pretest before families start receiving books; (3) use of a standardized measure of early literacy ability; and (4) attempt to follow-up with the IL and comparison groups after school entry to see if effects persist over time.
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Appendix 1

Verbatim Responses Categories and Selected Responses from The Family Reading Survey

How does participation in the IL program change the way you spend time with your child?

 

67 - Read the books right when they receive them in the mail.

· We are reading more.  The instant the books are opened, we sit and read.  Sometimes right on the driveway by the letter box then again with their father and any friends.

· Sometimes we get the mail as we're leaving the house and we sit in the car and read it right then.

· When we get a new book we read it right away.  He usually wants it read to him several times in a row, and then he can tell you all about it.  
29 – Reading books with their children helped them spend more time together
· It gets us as parents to slow down and enjoy time with our children.

· His desire to read a new book lets us talk and spend time together

20 - Book time has been part of a daily routine.

· I make time to read with my kids now

· We read every night before bed

· Now bed time means story time

· I like to set aside time, but my baby just grabs the book, does not want to pay attention, but I keep trying.

· We read almost every day together

· Often I leave the book in the car from the mail for a few days & the older children read to the baby in the car.

· We call it family time.  We take the kids, put them on our lap and Daddy and I take turns reading.  So then we all spend time together

· We read two stories every night before bed-she picks them out-reads to her dolls also.

· Time is spent picking up books at the post office, then get ice cream, then rush home to read the new book.
127 - The books were an impetus for reading- sparked interest
· She can almost read them by herself.  She didn’t like to sit still to read at first.  Now she goes and gets the book she wants to read.”

· We spend more time reading and they love going over the books again and again.

· A lot more reading, a lot less TV.

· We read a lot more…less TV.

· I feel that I read to her more often and that instead of buying her toys we but her more books and she seems to like that.

· Books are celebrated.

· I am sure I would have read to my daughter with out this program, but I don’t think I would have started so young.  My daughter speaks very well.

· We read more because she gets new books more often.  We have gone to the library numerous times and she even has her own library card.

· Imagination library has brought books into our home.  The program has brought more imagination into our home also, my children can’t read so they make up stories.   

· We never read with each other until we got these books.

· Imagination Library was the first book club just for Blake which got me started in other book clubs for him.
31 - Their children are excited about the mail 
12 - The books remind them how important reading to children is (10 mention learning opportunities). 

· It’s a good reminder to continue to read to them and expand their library.  They enjoy that more then you would imagine.  Good for bonding.

· They are asking more questions such as ‘what word is this.

· It gives them the interest to read and expand their learning.

· They are now in the habit of spelling out the books every day.

· I’m making a difference in the educational process.

· It is a chance for us to do spend time together doing something educational.

· By asking him to point out things it teaches him his colors, numbers object, etc.

· She makes me feel good to know how smart she is.  She turns pages and points out things.

· We love the influx of another perspective.

· We are also teaching him so much he can take with him all through life.

· The programs made me realize early in my son’s life that no matter how young he is I am responsible for giving him a desire to read and learn.

47 - Liked the books for several reasons including, they are age appropriate, they are a surprise for parent and child, and they have a good variety of subjects

Does your child feel differently about the Imagination Library books than other books?

80- Yes, the IL books are special because they came in the mail with their name on it.
· It’s special to her because it is her book that came in the mail.

· Because they arrive addressed to them personally. It is like magic.

47- Yes, they know that these are their own books/picked special for them.
· He is more excited about them because they are his, not hand-me-downs from his siblings. They are more age appropriate, too.
26- Yes, they love the style/shape/titles/variety.
25- Yes, they are developmentally appropriate, special for their age.

23- Yes, they prefer the Imagination Library (IL) books.

· The girls seem to understand your books better. Shorter words and shorter stories seem to get them to understand what is going on.

· She seems to love them. There are titles I wouldn’t have chosen for her that she LOVES! You seem to fit books to her interest.
13- Yes, Because they come from “Dollywood”/Dolly.
· She loves Dollywood, Dolly Parton and everything she has done for Sevier County.

· They are from Dolly! She thinks Dolly ‘hand signed’ them just for her! She loves Dolly!

· They know Dolly send these special books.

13- Yes, because the books are like surprise presents/ gifts.

· They are like a gift each month!

6- Yes, another great book to read.

4- Yes, the IL books encourage enthusiasm for reading and learning.

4- Yes, they look forward to it every month.

4- Yes, the books go everywhere with us.
3- Yes, they thinks the IL books are too young/too old for them.
1- Yes, they get to open up the package.
1- Yes, we read and reread the IL books.

Explain why your child is excited about the arrival of new books in the mail.

331= They get excited about mail coming for them.
203= They love the new books/stories.
128= They love books and to read and be read to.
105= They are too young to anticipate.
93= They want to read/look at it right away.
72= They are excited that it is something of their very own.
54= They wait for the books to come.
28= The books are fun and different, age appropriate with colorful pictures.
27= They see it as a gift/special treat.
21= They are excited to see what the new book is and is about.

16= They want to read it over and over.
15= Receiving the new books builds self-esteem/ makes them feel more important/special.
12= They are too young, but parents excited about new books.
10= They think Dolly is sending the books personally to them.

10= They like to open the package.

6= It gives him motivation to learn to read/ ask questions about the book.

4= They love to share the books with others.
1= My 5 year old thought the books too immature.
Appendix 2 – Favorite Books

	Percentage Selecting as Favorite
	
	Percentage Selecting as Favorite (Continued)
	

	Like them all/Too many favorites
	18.0
	
	My Love For You
	0.3

	Little Engine That Could, The
	13.0
	
	Owl and The Pussycat, The
	0.3

	Max books, The
	11.1
	
	Spot Looks At Colors
	0.3

	Spot books, The
	3.8
	
	Wee Sing: If You're Happy & You Know It
	0.3

	Animal books
	3.2
	
	What Bounces?
	0.3

	House That Jack Built, The
	3.2
	
	Little Blue Engine
	0.3

	Where Is My Nose?
	2.7
	
	Good Night Baby
	0.3

	Kisses For Mommy
	2.2
	
	Ants Go Marching
	0.3

	Very Hungry Caterpillar, The
	2.1
	
	Alphabet books
	0.1

	Froggy Gets Dressed
	1.9
	
	Picture books
	0.1

	Good Night Gorilla
	1.8
	
	A My Name is Alice
	0.1

	Mrs. Wishy Washy
	1.6
	
	Baby Faces
	0.1

	Snowy Day
	1.4
	
	Bear's Day
	0.1

	Colors
	1.2
	
	Cat's Play
	0.1

	Color books
	1.1
	
	Daddy and Me
	0.1

	Counting books
	1.1
	
	Eight Animals Play Ball
	0.1

	No Biting!
	1.1
	
	Excuse Me
	0.1

	Transportation Books
	1.1
	
	I Love My Mommy Because...
	0.1

	ABC Kids
	1.0
	
	Little Cloud
	0.1

	Fix It!
	1.0
	
	Little Engine That Could Numbers, The
	0.1

	Gingerbread Boy, The
	1.0
	
	Max's Bedtime
	0.1

	Whistle For Willie
	1.0
	
	Number Munch
	0.1

	Look, Look!
	0.8
	
	Pooh's Great Big Word Book
	0.1

	Goodnight Moon
	0.8
	
	Shiny Fire Engine
	0.1

	OTHER
	0.7
	
	Shiny Rocket Ship
	0.1

	Giggles For Daddy
	0.7
	
	Spot At The Farm
	0.1

	Shiny Race Car
	0.7
	
	Where Is Your Nose?
	0.1

	Wee Sing: Ants Go Marching
	0.7
	
	A-B-C 1-2-3
	0.1

	Wee Sing: Hokey Pokey
	0.7
	
	Hugs for Daddy
	0.1

	Eric Carle Books
	0.7
	
	Go Home Gorilla
	0.1

	Max's New Suit
	0.5
	
	I Spy
	0.1

	Wake Up Momma
	0.5
	
	My Trusty Car Seat
	0.1

	Wee Sing books, The
	0.4
	
	outdoor books
	0.1

	Are You There, Baby Bear?
	0.4
	
	Zookeeper
	0.1

	Clap Your Hands
	0.4
	
	Humpty Dumpty
	0.1

	Driving Daddy
	0.4
	
	All Gone
	0.1

	Lots of Thanks
	0.4
	
	toddler books
	0.1

	Max's First Word
	0.4
	
	Yellow & Yummy
	0.1

	Pop-up books
	0.4
	
	The Polite Elephant
	0.1

	If You See a Tiger
	0.4
	
	The Poky Dotty Puppy
	0.1

	Little Golden Books
	0.4
	
	Green Eggs & Ham
	0.1

	Shape books
	0.3
	
	Wild Lion Books
	0.1

	Baby's ABCs
	0.3
	
	books about food
	0.1

	Hide and Seek
	0.3
	
	My Goodnight Book
	0.1

	Little Toot
	0.3
	
	Holiday Books
	0.1

	Look Out Kindergarten, Here I Come
	0.3
	
	Bye, Bye Diapers
	0.1

	Max's Birthday
	0.3
	
	Books with Flaps
	0.1

	Max's Breakfast
	0.3
	
	Little Critter Books
	0.1

	Max's Ride
	0.3
	
	Hokey Pokey
	0.1














� According to initial estimates, sample sizes of 331 (TN), 277 (GA) and 361 (SD) would have been necessary to achieve  statistical reliability at the  95% confidence level with +/- 5% margin of error for a survey of all adults given the population sample sizes.  However, because this survey was focused only on families with children between the ages of 0 and five years old, smaller samples are acceptable because the population group is likely to have much less variation than a population including all households.


� Both of these variables were calculated from actual enrollment and birth dates in the site data sets.


� It is likely that the process of cleaning the original population data set by removing cases with incomplete contact information systematically shifted the sample toward higher education levels if those with incomplete contact information were lower SES households. We also know that the number of months enrolled was lowest for those with less than a high school education so the data do suggest that higher turnover occurs at the less than high school level.  Therefore there are likely to be fewer low SES households in the site data file at any given time.  





� Sample subjects were asked to report the number of books based on the ranges provided in column 1 of Table 5.  Because the number ranges for number of total children’s books and number of IL books were the same in both questions, it is possible to derive a rough ratio by numbering the categories successively, one to six (1-10 = 1, 11-25 = 2, 25-50 = 3, 51-75 = 4, 76-100 = 5, 100 or more = 6), and then subtracting the IL category number from the total children’s books category number.  Then the number of categories by which the total books are greater than the IL books, zero to five, represent a rough ratio of IL books to total books.  When there was no difference or a one category difference between the total number of books and the number of IL books, the IL is described as a primary source of children’s books for the household.  When there is a two or three category difference, the IL is described as a contributor of children’s books to the household.  When there is a three or four category difference, the IL is described as a minor source of books to the household.


� Because the parent report items all include content that are considered socially desirable, i.e. reading with your children more frequently, this kind of data must be treated with caution.


� An analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to test for differences across levels of education on the five literacy scales and program attribute variables, book ratio and number of months enrolled.  There were statistically significant differences on the Family Literacy Outcomes scale (F=20.771,p=.00), Literacy Dispositions (F=1.814,p=.09), and Time Pressure (F=4.378,p=.00) scales.  


� However, the response categories do not tell us much about reading frequency beyond reading at lest once every day.  Certainly some parents read to their children several times per day but we cannot distinguish between these and other daily reading households with our survey items.


� This program intensity hypothesis can be contrasted with a model based on cumulative effects where simply the length of enrollment (and number of books acquired) are expected to cause greater literacy outcomes over time.  There was no support for the cumulative effects model in the data: the number of months enrolled variable was not related to any of the literacy scales or the family literacy outcomes variable.  However, it is not clear why more months in the program should cause steadily increasing literacy outcomes as is suggested in the cumulative model.  It may in fact be more likely that program enrollment causes an initial rise in literacy related outcomes and then maintains this “plateau” over time.  To test this hypothesis, the sample was reduced to only the 223 cases that had registered over the past 12 months – again, no relationships between the number of months enrolled and any of the literacy scales or family literacy outcomes scale were present.


� Standardized regression coefficients are comparable across variables with different original units.


� For example, IL could implement a design that used a baseline measure of literacy skills in 0-5 years olds in several sites before the IL program was implemented and then look at literacy levels after a couple years of program implementation.  Alternatively, IL could try to select comparison families in several site who were more like IL families but did not participate.  Finally, IL could do a lottery participation system at a site in order to produce a random sample of families – if the gold-standard of scientific evidence was desired.  
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