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FERST FOUNDATION FOR CHILDHOOD LITERACY 

An Investment in Young Minds
For many children, bedtime is a ritual that includes brushing teeth, a glass of water, and of course, a favorite book read by mom or dad.  But many Georgia households have no age-appropriate books available for children’s growing minds.  This problem is especially prevalent in low-income households – 61% of low-income families do not have a single book suitable for a child.

A home without age-appropriate books is more than just an unfortunate byproduct of poverty.  It is a condition that has broad ramifications for Georgia – most notably in children’s ability to arrive at school prepared to learn.  A national study revealed that for children less than three years of age, success in learning language is a critical building block for success in school and depends on the opportunity to learn language skills in the home environment.

One of the easiest ways to improve a child’s school preparedness is to read to him or her daily.  But many parents, even parents who are not economically or educationally challenged, may not be aware that having books available and reading to their children are among the most important things they can do.  A recent study shows that regardless of a child’s economic status, children who have children’s books and music available in their homes displayed higher levels of reading knowledge and skills than did their counterparts who grow up in less rich home literacy environments.
  Shockingly, Californians plan how many jail cells they will build in the future by how many children are not reading on grade level by third grade!

It is in our best interest to help provide a rich home literacy environment for all Georgia’s children because the return on investment is so great.  In fact, economic  

studies suggest that investments in quality child care and education for children in their preschool years provide 

a return of up to 20 percent.
   It’s too late to wait until 

they enter school to start them on the path to successful 

reading. So how can we ensure that young children have age appropriate books to read and parents understand that they need to read to their kids?  The Ferst Foundation for Childhood Literacy has an answer.

“Industry’s ability to meet future business challenges, as well as to provide local jobs, depends on its ability to draw-upon a skilled workforce.  The future of Georgia industry, and indeed the state’s economy, depends on the ability of our rising generation to meet the strong challenges of a technology based economy, and this program provides a solid first-step to achieving that goal.”
-Sherian Wilburn, Executive Director, Georgia Industry Association

Background: In 1999, Robin Ferst, an Atlanta native, read an article in the newspaper that opened her eyes to the issues of childhood literacy.  The article featured Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library, a program started in 1996 by Ms. Parton for Sevier County in her native Tennessee. Each child registered in the Imagination Library program received a book each month until the age of five, paid for by Ms. Parton’s Dollywood Foundation.  For these first three years the books were distributed only to these Tennessee children. 

After reading about that program, Robin formed the Ferst Foundation with a mission to offer the Imagination Library to all of Georgia’s children by 2010.  The Foundation strives to improve early childhood learning for every child regardless of income, race, religion or gender with the philosophy that any child who cannot read is at-risk.

Now, after eight successful years, mailing more than 1.7 MILLION books to over 92,000 Georgia pre-school age children, the Ferst Foundation wants to expand its presence around the state to include every Georgia county.  

Ferst Foundation is striving to include all of the Georgia preschool-age children in our exciting program. Literacy is at the heart of economic development. It is the single factor that underpins most social issues.  People who struggle daily for survival and have done so for generations may not know that education is the way out and that it begins with reading to their children. We want to raise expectations with the hope that in 18 years, we will have raised a generation of readers.                                          - Robin Ferst
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How the Program Works: Children registered for the Ferst Foundation program receive a book at their homes every month through the U.S. mail until their fifth birthday.  If they are registered as soon as they are born, each child may receive up to 60 free books for his/her own personal library. A committee at the Dollywood Foundation, made up of education and child development experts, academicians and early childhood literacy specialists, carefully select the books for this home library.  The children’s classic, The Little Engine That Could, is the first book of each child receives and Miss Bindergarten Gets Ready for Kindergarten is the final “graduation” book that is received when the child turns five.

The program’s mission grew to include parent assistance and additional literacy support materials. The Foundation continues to send the books from Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library in conjunction with enhancements from its second literacy support initiative, Leap Into Books.

Leap Into Books serves to enhance the personal library providing the following for each child enrolled in the Ferst Foundation program:

· a “Ferst” library card designed to initiate the life-long relationship with the local public library

· a monthly newsletter for families featuring a book guide specific for each delivered book for parents, a child activity page, and opportunities for local community literacy announcements and sponsor acknowledgements.
· a coupon for a distinctive set of locomotive and caboose bookends that is free of charge to the family (once a local sponsor is identified)
Impressive Results: Since delivering its first book to a Georgia child in 2000, the Ferst Foundation for Childhood Literacy has produced impressive results.  In a 2003 evaluation conducted by the High/Scope Educational Research Foundation, 85% of parents with children enrolled in the Ferst program reported that they read with their child almost once a day or more.  Moreover, the study concluded that “parents overwhelmingly report that [the] 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.”  

On a local level, the earliest community to initiate the program has tracked the result of their kindergarten readiness test results to demonstrate the difference that Ferst Foundation can make.  Morgan County reports “since our collaboration with Ferst Foundation, we have seen our kindergarten readiness test scores go from 46% ready to 90% ready!  Hart County reported a 13.33% increase in their children tested for school readiness with their FFCL children scoring 55.3% higher on reading readiness and Jasper County Family Connection concluded that their Ferst Foundation students now in first grade had the highest post-test gains than those students who participated in other area early learning programs.  
Imagine the Possibilities!
How the Program is Funded: The cost of the program, approximately $36.00 per year per child, is raised locally through donations from individuals, corporate sponsorships, and grants.  
The goal is that every county pay for its own participation in the program through local fund-raising efforts, spearheaded by Community Action Teams, or CATs.  A CAT acts as each county’s local champion, and is ultimately responsible for raising the funds needed for each child who participates in the program.  
Currently, the Ferst Foundation is operating in 70 counties and several urban communities in Atlanta and Decatur.
“I started reading to my kids in utero then as newborns.  Now that they are at the preschool age, they are actually reading to me.  Thanks for that!  There are a handful of people in my family that cannot read as adults, so you can understand why promoting literacy is important to me.”

   

 -Misty Chandler-Watts, Carroll County
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A Remarkable Return: As the Ferst Foundation moves into new counties in Georgia, we have a unique opportunity to invest in the education of young Georgians in a way that will have a huge economic impact in the years to come.  
Children who learn to appreciate books at an early age become lifelong readers and better learners.  They are more prepared when they enter school and are more likely to stay in school and earn their diploma.  Consequently, major employers will be better able to look within the state for its workers, rather than having to recruit from out of state as is too often currently the case.  And at approximately $36 per child per year it is a very small investment for a return that is enormous for Georgia’s future economic development.
For additional information, contact:

Shauna von Hanstein, Operations Director


P.O. Box 1327

Madison, GA 30650

Phone: 706-343-0177    Fax: 706-343-9998

shauna@ferstfoundation.org 
Or visit our website at www.ferstfoundation.org
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