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" here’s not much to read on the street in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, where
Deon (all children’s names are pseudo-
nyms) travels every day to his child-care center.
In the windows of row houses, “For Sale” signs
have long since given way to plywood. lllegible
signs and graffiti tags mark much of the former
candy-making factory and warehouse. A rusting
teacher’s desk barely visible through a blown-
out window is the only vestige of what was once
a neighborhood school.

But inside the child-care center, 3-year-old
Deon looks at his favorite book, Where the Wild
Things Are (Sendak, 1967) along with a gaggle
of similarly aged children who implore him read
it again. He flips the pages, jabbing his little fin-
ger hard at Sendak’s witty monsters and carrying
out a running commentary with his friends on
the actions of the wild things “dancin’ in the
trees,” and the sea monster “breathin’ fire.”

It looks so simple and natural. And yet there
is nothing simple about what Deon is doing. Or
where he is doing it. Or when. On this bleak
street, at this struggling child-care center, at this
age, it is something of a near-miracle that Deon
has a book in his hands. With less than US$1 per
week per child for supplies in government-
subsidized child care, books are in short supply
(Pennsylvania Department of Education, per-
sonal communication, June 8, 1998). That Deon
is able to choose from so many selections is the
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result of a bold campaign to “put books in chil-
dren’s hands.” The program, called Books Aloud
(Neuman, 1999), a joint effort among philan-
thropists, educators, and librarians, has intro-
duced Deon and others like him to the power
and pleasure of reading.

Books Aloud came about as the result of a
long plane ride during which two executives
from a local foundation were deep in conversa-
tion. One was concerned about the state of child
care and the lack of quality in early childhood
curriculum. The other was equally concerned
about libraries and their outreach to community
organizations. What began as a casual conver-
sation later became a US$2.5 million 2-year
effort to improve language and literacy de-
velopment for over 18,000 children in low-
income areas. This article gives an overview of
the project, detailing its progress, processes, and
impact on children’s literacy development.

Background

Books Aloud was designed as a loosely
structured collaboration between the Office of
Public Service Support of the Free Library of
Philadelphia and seven county and city library
systems in the Delaware Valley region of
Pennsylvania. Its purpose was to enhance the
language and literacy opportunities for children,
from infants through age 5. But its target focus
was perhaps its most innovative feature: Books
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Aloud was designed to enrich the lives of eco-
nomically disadvantaged children in child-care
centers and support the child-care providers who
shepherd those toddlers and preschoolers
through long days that stretch from before dawn
to past supper time. In doing so, the Books
Aloud program departed from the usual theme of
getting parents to read to their children, to one of
helping child-care workers read and read often to
children. “We knew that these children often
spend more waking hours at child-care centers
than they do at home,” reported Dick Cox, the
now-retired vice president of the local founda-
tion who conceived and helped launch Books
Aloud. “And we hoped that if we could get
teachers motivated to use printed material, then
perhaps children would get excited about books
and would take them home to parents.”

The effort to put books in children’s hands
resulted in a dazzling display of ways in which
libraries can support literacy. With funds from
the foundation and special library discounts of
40%, the project provided more than 89,000
brand-new storybooks to 17,675 toddlers and
preschoolers in child-care centers and family
child-care homes, along with bookcases and
storage and display racks to create library
corners in classrooms. In a single month,
325 child-care centers and 250 family child-care
homes—at a ratio of five books per child—were
flooded with sturdy board books, beautiful pic-
ture books, and books that rhymed and counted
and told wonderful stories. All of them came
with special permabound covers, Books Aloud
bookplates, and a promise from the program to
help repair the books after they’d been played
with and ripped and loved to the point of falling
apart. “It felt like Christmas morning,” remem-
bers Ann Boyle, the director of Deon’s facility.
“We had always tried to buy books a few at a
time, and even then, it would kill the budget just
for glue and scissors and construction paper.
Now we got boxes and boxes of them, so many
that we were able to have multiple libraries for
children to use in one classroom.”

But the books came with something else that
distinguished this program from other “book
floods” in the past: 10 hours of training for child-
care providers. The purpose of the training pro-
gram was to emphasize the importance of the
early years in establishing a foundation for liter-
acy, to create environments that engage children

Books Aloud: A campaign to “put books in children’s hands”

in print activities, to foster effective read-aloud
techniques, and to make books and story reading
a constant presence in their everyday activities—
not just a “fill-in” activity wedged between arts
and crafts and nap time (Neuman, 1997).

To effectively train child-care workers,
Books Aloud dispatched a small army of 22
“preschool specialists”—good-will ambas-
sadors, many of whom were retired teachers—to
help child-care providers set up library corners
and display the new books in ways that would
entice children to use them, play with them, and
read them. At the beginning of the experiment,
just 20% of the classrooms had some kind of a
book nook, although 30% had TVs. By the end
of the program, virtually all of the 325 centers
and 250 child-care homes had a special book
corner, with child-size display bookcases pro-
vided by Books Aloud.

In 2 years of intensive biweekly visits to
centers, trainers like Jean Byrne encountered
child-care providers who hustled the new books
out of children’s reach, in the belief that they
were too precious to let children play with. Some
simply did not see the point of exposing babies
to books when they obviously couldn’t read.
Trainers heard some providers protest that they
didn’t read well aloud—a face-saving device,
followed by a later admission that they couldn’t
really read well themselves. They found that
some providers were so focused on teaching
preschoolers the alphabet that they had no
time—and no patience—for indulgences like
storybooks.

These preschool specialist trainers realized
that though they lacked formal training, child-
care workers were hardly empty vessels waiting
to be filled by expert knowledge from outside re-
source specialists. What they were teaching was
based on their instincts, values, beliefs, and
sense of what was right for young children.
Trainers had to respect those values, and try not
to change but to stretch their beliefs, selling what
they knew about early literacy practices as some-
thing teachers might find of value, and then en-
couraging them to “take it out for a trial spin.”

And sell they did. In visits to child-care cen-
ters, preschool specialists kept the message fo-
cused: “Put books in children’s hands, whether it
is potty time, free-play time, or nap time. Read
them stories and let them play with and touch the
books and see the pictures and print. Children
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will learn that words tell stories. They will be-
gin to recognize letters and sounds, and without
seeming to try, they will build a foundation for
literacy.”

Progress and processes of
Books Aloud

Several months before the project was to be-
gin, | was invited to conduct a large-scale eval-
uation of Books Aloud. The funders had seen too
many good-hearted service projects go by the
wayside, and wanted a rigorous analysis of
whether or not the project was successful. With
colleague Donna Celano and 10 research assis-
tants over the course of 2 years, we examined
how books and staff training became integrated
into the lives of children and their child-care
providers in low income child-care centers. We
designed an experimental study with more than
500 3- and 4-year-old children in centers across
the region, and a series of naturalistic studies.
Spending literally hundreds of hours in centers,
we watched how teachers in the child care com-
munity reacted to the critical message of Books
Aloud, and to the importance of early literacy
development. The story of Holy Day Child Care
Center is one among many.

Holy Day Child Care Center

Holy Day Child Care Center (pseudonym)
is housed in Sunday school classrooms of a for-
mer Baptist church, in a neighborhood that was
once a bustling working-class community, but is
now unquestionably poor. Although she has
worked in child care for over 20 years and has
an associate’s degree in early childhood educa-
tion, the director is new to the center. The center
is run on a bare-bones budget since many of the
families it serves are on public assistance. Basic
supplies are difficult to come by, and books
nonexistent.

Child care for the center’s staff is largely
about nurturance and social development. “We
do what we can to make sure the children are
well cared for and try to get them ready for
kindergarten,” said the director. Readiness train-
ing emphasizes self-help skills such as eating,
dressing, and toilet training, along with some
skills associated with academic readiness. There
is no established curriculum. Teachers create
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lessons using flashcards, coloring books, and
worksheets copied from old workbooks.

Ms. Helen is one of eight teachers at the
school. With little formal training, she is highly
experienced, having worked in child care for
years. Visitors to her room find a warm and car-
ing environment. As the 3- to 4-year-old children
arrive each morning, they are greeted with
smiles and informal conversation; parents are
welcomed and eagerly exchange information on
children’s personal hygiene and social behav-
iors. Her interactions with parents and children
make it clear that Ms. Helen enjoys her work.,

Lessons begin first thing in the morning, fo-
cusing on rudimentary skills like days of the
week and letter and number recognition. Ms.
Helen arranges the children’s seats carefully in
rows. She holds up a flashcard, points to the num-
ber or letter, and asks the children to repeat it.
Children are encouraged to name words that be-
gin with different letters of the alphabet. On some
occasions, after the lesson is over, Ms. Helen may
try to read a storybook. However, she finds that
children invariably turn disruptive, popping up
out of their seats, shouting out something about
the story, or asking questions. Further, the toddler
teacher across the way usually insists on turning
up the volume on the TV just as Ms. Helen is
about to read. Resignedly, she has decided that
children may not be ready to sit through a story.

Part of the problem, she recognizes, may be
the physical design of her classroom. “There are
so many distractions here,” she explained. “No
wonder they can’t pay attention.” On a good day
the room is merely noisy, with the sound of tod-
dlers playing and running around, but on other
days, the noise level is deafening. There are
sounds of children yelling, crying, roughhous-
ing, and watching videos or daytime TV.
Consequently, although the books they antici-
pate from the Books Aloud project are much
needed, the staff is not exactly sure where to put
them and what to do with them.

They decide to create a library for the entire
center. On a follow-up visit, we find the new
books up on the former altar of the church with
beaming lights fixed on them as if they were
beautiful trophies. The staff is eager for train-
ing, wanting to use the new resources to chil-
dren’s advantages. After many informal visits
and conversations, Jean Byrne, the preschool
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Figure 1

Ages and stages
Age Characteristics Types of materials
0-1 Becoming aware of Large, brightly colored pictures; simple rhymes (e.g., The Real

environment and
familiar people

1-2 May begin to use words,
and connect them to

objects and people Books)

2 Oral language increases

Mother Goose, lona Opie, 1996, Candiewick)

Books with familiar objects; heavy cardboard or washable
cloth books (e.g., Pat the Bunny, Dorothy Kunhardt, 1980, Golden

Predictable books, cumulative stories (e.g., The House That Jack

Buift, Pam Adams, 1995, Childs Play)

2-2 Oral language continues
to increase; the child may
verbalize a lot; may repeat
phrases from books

2Vo-3 Begins to talk in phrases
and even sentences; may
make up stories; may “read”
to others; some memorization
may also be evident

34 Imaginative language
becomes more developed;
may ask for explanations;
wants to be independent;
may show definite reading
preferences

Mifflin)

4-5 Begins to recognize words
in books/signs; can usually
recite the alphabet;
interested in retelling stories.

Nonsense verse; funny books; pretends to read (Henny Penny,
Paul Galdone, 1984, Houghton Mifflin)

Simple informational books; alphabet or concept; simple
narratives (e.g., If You Give a Mouse a Cookie, Laura J. Numeroff,
1985, HarperCollins)

Longer stories with more plot development; enjoys folk tales,
fairy tales; explanations of how things work (e.g., Mike Mulligan
and His Stearn Shovel, Virginia Lee Burton, 1977, Houghton

Enjoys a wide variety of books; may like wordless books that
tell a story (e.q., Frog, Where Are You? Mercer Meyer, 1980, Dial)

specialist assigned to the center, has gained their
confidence.

Jean wants to help teachers understand the
importance of books in children’s development
and learning. Her training focuses on selecting
age-appropriate books, storybook read-aloud
techniques, story stretchers to promote vocabu-
lary, and ways to enhance the physical environ-
ment to provide better access to books. Each
visit includes new ideas and demonstrations,
simple handouts that highlight key information,
and many suggestions for good reading. For ex-
ample, in one of her first visits, she encourages
teachers to focus on children’s age and devel-
opmental level when selecting books to read
(see Figure 1). At the next visit, she emphasizes
book-reading techniques and how different
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types of books may be used for different pur-
poses. A book about feelings might lead to ques-
tions such as “How do you think this character
feels?” or “How would you feel if this happened
to you?”

Subsequent sessions focus on language and
conversation as a way of stretching children’s
learning from the story. Jean describes how chil-
dren need to ask questions to try to understand
and resolve issues triggered by the text.
“Children need to think about ‘where the story is
going,” and link what they already know to what
they are learning and what they want to know
more about.” She shows them some simple ways
of helping children reconstruct the story using
paper-bag puppets, and gives them a simple
ready-made flannel board and felt to make new
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Figure 2
Suggestions for caring for books

A well-used book is a well-loved book

A few hints on keeping your “well-loved” book healthy for many little hands to enjoy:

* Invisible tape for ripped pages or flaps

Use a good quality tape. Invisible (not glossy) will last longer.

* Gummy eraser

Removes crayon marks from glossy pages. Use to erase pencil too.

* Book tape

Heavy-duty tape to repair broken spines. Use one piece down outside of spine and on inside front and
back seams and center seam. But don't use to repair ripped pages. It's too heavy.

e Glue

Useful for repairing paper torn off cardboard jackets or board books (nontoxic only). Also put on broken

spines before tape for extra hold.

¢ Disinfectant

Dab diluted solution on paper towel to wipe covers clean. Also use spray bottles with water (10 parts) to
ammonia or alcohol (1 part) to wipe covers and board books when they get that well-loved iook.

Well-loved books, well cared for, will make many, many, friends.

characters. Throughout the sessions, Jean
demonstrates the power of rereading books by
showing teachers how children ask better ques-
tions, use new vocabulary from the book, and
gain mastery of a wide variety of topics. “See
what they’ve learned?” she says. She suggests
changes in room arrangements so that children
can read independently, and gives a few hints on
keeping books healthy for little hands to enjoy
(see Figure 2).

While the children are napping and the lights
are turned out in the large room, Jean and the
teachers hold their sessions. As they whisper
softly and become more comfortable with one
another, teachers raise issues about reading and
ask questions. Ms. Fern asks, “How do I keep
children’s attention?” Jean shows them props
and suggests Ms. Fern read the same story sev-
eral times, each time with a different goal. “On
the first day, you can just look at the pictures and
talk about them. On the next, you can read it and
point to the pictures. And on the third day, you
can encourage the children to read along with
you during predictable parts.”

Jean talks about how to prepare for the sto-
rytime with age-appropriate books, “You may
start with an attention book, one that requires the
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children to focus, and then a rhyming book to en-
courage lots of interaction.” She discusses the
room arrangement and the ways in which chil-
dren can be better grouped to react to the book.
She also raises the sensitive issue of collaboration
among staff. “You need to be respectful of others’
story times. When one is reading, the others need
to be mindful and not turn on the TV or do loud
activities. Don’t let disruptions ruin the story.”

In subsequent weeks, Jean emphasizes the
importance of having children handle books on
their own. She suggests that they move the book-
cases down from the altar, using them as semi-
fixed structures to more clearly define classroom
spaces. Along with these suggestions, she con-
ducts regular demonstration lessons in each
class, showing teachers how to use the flannel
board and how to raise questions that might gen-
erate discussion among young children. In one
visit, the teacher tells us, “That Jean, she’s
helped move those bookcases down. Before, I
would forget that the books were up there. The
children would say, ‘But we forgot to go to the
library today.” And I would feel terrible. But now
they are right here in the classroom and they can
go get them themselves.”
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We began to notice not-so-subtle changes in
classroom activities. One day, for example, we
entered a freezing classroom. Children were sit-
ting in this dark, windowless room, wrapped in
sweaters and coats, the single fixture high up in
the 14-foot ceiling adding little light to the room.
Despite these discomforts, eight young children
sat happily on the floor surrounding Ms. Helen,
who quietly read Letters From Felix (Langen,
1994, Abbeville). The children listened intently.
“Can you smell the cookies being baked?” Ms.
Helen asked as she sniffed the air. The children
followed her lead. “Let’s smell them together,”
and each child touched the page with the cookies.
After the reading, Ms. Helen told the children to
get a book from the nearby open-faced bookcase,
which now had about 20 high-quality hardcover
children’s books. They gathered around the book-
case, asking questions and telling their own sto-
ries to go along with the words.

By the end of the year, there are significant
changes. Replacing the morning recitation of the
alphabet is a regularly scheduled story hour for
the children. After group readings children handle
books, reenact stories, and engage in conversa-
tions. The toddler teacher, Ms. Robin, has select-
ed age-appropriate books for her 2-year-olds and
reads to them in small groups. The TV is off. The
teachers are even making some beginning at-
tempts at theme-based instruction, linking books
with other subjects and field trips outside of the
center. They have also created a small lending li-
brary for parents to take home books to read to
their children. In short, book use and storytime
now seem to be a significant part of the day.

Certainly the environment is not ideal, nor is
the curriculum particularly developmentally ap-
propriate. But teachers’ beliefs and practices have
clearly evolved from often relentless drill and
worksheet practice to book-related activities.
Jean’s clear, focused, concrete, and realistic sug-
gestions for ways in which to use books success-
fully addressed teachers’ beliefs about their
appropriateness and their cognitive value in daily
activities. Her demonstrations provided concrete
evidence that not only do children need to feel
nurtured, but also they need and are motivated to
learn, given the setting, time, and opportunity.

Even with a large quantity of new books,
Jean reminded teachers that children will even-
tually tire of hearing the same familiar stories.
Children want to be continually challenged with
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an ever-changing selection of books. As a part-
ing gesture, Jean accompanied teachers and chil-
dren on a field trip to the local library to help
children register for their first library cards.

Impact of Books Aloud

The story of Holy Day Child Care Center is
one that we would come to see more often than
not. Among the more than 18,000 young chil-
dren affected by Books Aloud in its first year,
about 1 in 5 initially had library cards. Today,
about 3 in 5 do. Small wins—not dramatic shifts
in educational philosophy or curriculum change.
But small wins can be bundled together to lead
to big consequences, as in the case of Books
Aloud.

Full documentation of the results of Books
Aloud is available from other sources (Neuman,
1997, 1999), yet the description of the project
would not be complete without briefly summa-
rizing the findings. Comparing the abilities of
children not involved in the project but in com-
parable low-income centers, we found striking
differences in early literacy scores for children
from Books Aloud child-care centers (see
Neuman, 1997, for complete description of re-
search design). Exposed to more storybooks in
Books Aloud centers, children were better able
to tell and recount stories, recognize letters, un-
derstand the conventions of print (that text and
not artwork tells the story, for example, and that
print moves from left to right), and grasp early
writing skills than their counterparts not in the
program. What was particularly interesting is
that toddlers benefited just as much as preschool
children. As a conceptually rich activity, book
reading stimulated literacy growth and continu-
ous development, suggesting its flexibility as
well as its challenging cognitive benefits. For
very young children, age-appropriate book read-
ing involved labeling and feedback activities
around board books and concept books; for oth-
er children, more continuous dialogue and inter-
actions with predictable books and beginning
narratives enhanced language and other critical
skills.

Observations of classrooms, however, per-
haps convey the effect of Books Aloud best. In
Deon’s classroom, book reading has become
more than a segment in a day crowded with
physical activity. It has become a point of de-
parture for questions and conversation—
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something that many of these children get little
of with parents who struggle to make ends meet.
It has become a key to unlock the unending mys-
teries of how books work. In the act of turning
pages gently and slowing down to gaze at pic-
tures, highly active children like Deon have
learned, literally, what it feels like to learn.
Reports his teacher, “You really can’t teach a
child to have enthusiasm or motivation to learn,
but if I give them a love of reading, their natural
desire to keep at it will take them far—farther
than anything else I can do for them. It gives
them a fighting chance.”

Put books in children’s hands

Books Aloud has now run its course; trainers
have moved on to other teaching or library posi-
tions. Their efforts, however, are still producing
results. Centers have maintained their book ar-
eas. Some are especially attractive and child cen-
tered, with spaces for book reading, play, and
books in interest centers. Others have put in
chairs or comfortable rugs so that children can
sit and read nearby. Still others may have only a
bookcase. Yet once again we find small wins. In
one class, for example, we locate a bookcase, but
are dismayed to see no books on it. Looking
more closely, we find four very young children
with books all around them, reading, pretending
to read, giggling, and playing together. Even in
the most sparsely lit, poorly configured spaces,
books are in children’s hands.

Following many of these children to kinder-
garten, we have asked teachers, “Do Books
Aloud children seem interested in books, ask
questions, and contribute to book discussions?
Are children developing the skills that are criti-
cal for success in reading?” There seems to be a
powerful consensus: Books Aloud children are
better prepared to learn in kindergarten.

Teachers share many examples. One young
girl is already familiar with the stories the
teacher is reading to the class, answering ques-
tions sometimes before they are asked. Another
seems to be reading, and her “book behavior is
more advanced than that of the rest of the class.”
Another child regales the other children with his
rendition of “The Gingerbread Man,” reciting,
“Run run as fast as you can, you can’t stop me,
I'm the gingerbread man.” Some of the children
who already know the predictable phrases chime
them aloud along with him.
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Children’s literacy skills, measured against
their counterparts who did not have the benefits
of Books Aloud, also provide a telling picture.
Even 6 months later, there were dramatic differ-
ences in phonological awareness, letter knowl-
edge, narrative abilities, and writing (Neuman,
1999). It is not surprising that the shared book
experience is considered the single most impor-
tant activity in early literacy development:
Children’s growth in reading and writing serves
to confirm and extend its power.

Results of Books Aloud corroborates the
International Reading Association/National
Association for the Education of Young Children
declaration in their position statement on
“Learning to Read and Write: Developmentally
Appropriate Practices for Young Children”
(International Reading Association/National
Association for the Education of Young Children,
1998) that language and literacy teaching begins
well before kindergarten. Whatever their eco-
nomic status, young children thrive in print-rich
environments with supportive caregivers to en-
gage them in thinking and talking about story-
books. Through these interactions, children
acquire new vocabulary and some level of print
awareness, as well as play with and analyze the
sounds of language long before formal reading
instruction begins in elementary school. Books
make a critical difference in this process, provid-
ing children as young as infants, toddlers, and
preschoolers with models of good language
teaching that prepare them for the task of learn-
ing to read. Consequently, for those in the early
childhood community who still cling to the view
that children are not intellectually ready to be ex-
posed to reading or writing, we would urge them
to heed the position statement’s warning that,
“failing to give children literacy experiences un-
til they are school age can severely limit the read-
ing and writing levels they ultimately attain”
(International Reading Association/National
Association for the Education of Young Children,
1998, p. 10).

Further substantiation for the importance of
early language and literacy experiences comes
from the National Research Council’s report
Preventing Reading Difficulties (Snow, Burns, &
Griffin, 1998). The authors suggest that opportu-
nities to engage with print may act as a primary
prevention of reading difficulties. Stanovich and
West (1989), focusing on the role of print expo-
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sure, found it to be a potent predictor of vocab-
ulary growth, knowledge acquisition, and a va-
riety of verbal skills. Print exposes children to
words outside of their current vocabulary far
more effectively than conversational talk or oth-
er media like watching television (Cunningham
& Stanovich, 1998). Anderson and Nagy (1992),
for example, estimated that children learn an av-
erage of 4,000 to 12,000 new words each year
as a result of book reading. It is for this reason
that the International Reading Association
(2000) has recommended that at the very mini-
mum, school library media centers have 20
books per child, and classroom libraries 7 books
per child, with 2 additional new books per child
to be purchased each year.

But it is not just exposure to books that
makes a difference. Children need skillfully me-
diated assistance in book reading by their care-
givers that can help to explain the workings of
literacy. As a large number of scholars have re-
ported (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; Whitehurst
et al., 1994), it is the intensity of engagement—
the quality of talk and conversational interac-
tions between adult and child—that nurtures and
helps them to construct vital literacy-related con-
cepts. These conversations allow them to stretch
their understanding of phenomena and use their
increasingly rich vocabulary in other contexts.
Playing with words, letters, and sounds in con-
texts that are meaningful to them, children be-
gin to attend to the features of print and the
alphabetic nature of reading.

Therefore, given the enormous disparities
among different income groups, how can we en-
sure that all children have an equal opportunity
to succeed in reading? As we confirmed in this
research: Increase the volume, quality, and in-
tensity of young children’s stimulating experi-
ences with good books at an early age. Provide
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opportunities for young children to hear, see, and
participate in a wide range of activities with their
caregivers who may help them to uncover the
mysteries of written language. As Books Aloud
has advocated, find every way to “put books in
children’s hands.”

Neuman directs ihe Center for the improvement of Enn v

Reading Achievement and teachss at the University of
Michigan (610 E. Universily, Room 1600 SEB. Ann Arhor M
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shnevman@umich edu. Ceiano Is 4 researoh associaie a
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