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WHY FAMILY LITERACY & OUR PARTNERSHIP MATTERS   

The ability to read is a gateway skill to positive life outcomes, and development of that skill starts early.  There is 

overwhelming academic consensus that the preschool years (0-5 years) are a crucial period of pre-literacy development 

and that children of parents who foster literacy-rich home environments are more likely to start kindergarten with the 

skills they need to learn to read successfully. However, parents from underserved communities often lack access to 

opportunities that support their children’s learning, which can put their children at higher risk for poor education and 

life outcomes.  

OUR SHARED PURPOSE  

At Words Alive, we believe that parents need empowering experiences to become agents of change and advocates for 

their families. We also believe that literacy is the foundation of community and economic development, and that when 

everyone can read, whole communities thrive. During Spring 2017, Words Alive partnered with the following agencies to 

deliver the Words Alive Family Literacy Program at 50 locations across San Diego and Orange Counties: 

• Boys & Girls Clubs of Garden Grove  

• Diamond Education Excellence Partnership  

• Neighborhood House Association – Head Start  

• San Diego Quality Preschool Initiative 

• San Diego Unified School District – Early Childhood Education Department  

• San Diego State University – Department of Child and Family Development  

These partnerships supported strategic goals of each agency.  Most generally:   

• To engage the whole community in working together to ensure that children are ready for school.  

• To develop programs, competencies and linkages that support and promote parent empowerment and self-sufficiency.  

OUR PROGRAM METHOD & PROCESS CONDITIONS  

Our research based, seven-week program provides 10.5 hours of parent education on topics of early literacy 

development for preschool age children. Each program session includes information and skill building exercises for 

parents, group story time and guided activities for parents and children.  

Research shows that the most effective forms of family engagement are those that engage families in working directly 

with their children on learning activities at home.i Our program is designed to meet the process conditions needed to 

build the strong family engagement that leads to positive learning routines and improved achievement. Each of our 

program sessions are:  

• Linked to learning: Content and activities are directly connected to age-appropriate developmental milestones and what 
children are expected to do academically.  

• Relational: Activities help families build relationships, get to know one another and build trust.  

• Developmental: Families are learning new skills, and after participating, better understand how to support their child’s 
literacy development at home.  

• Collaborative: Families are working together to learn a new skill as a group and with their children. 

• Interactive: Families practice new skills they are expected to use at home and have opportunities for corrective feedback.   



OUTPUTS - OUR REACH IN 2017 

 

THE POWER OF PARTNERSHIP  

Strategic partnership has enabled us to 

significantly expand our reach in the 5 years since 

launching the program pilot. In the 2016-17 

program year alone, exploring opportunities with 

new community partners both enabled us to 

reach 268% more families than the previous year 

and introduce new elements to families’ 

experience in the program. By training new 

partners at the Boys & Girls Clubs of Garden 

Grove to implement our program as part of a join 

grant, we reached audiences in Orange County for 

the first time. And by working with Neighborhood 

House Association-Head Start, additional families here in San 

Diego developed habits of book exploration at home.  

This year, the New Children's Museum also named Words Alive 

a pARTner in Creativity, connecting families participating in our 

Family Literacy Program with a free visit to the museum – many 

for the first time. Museum and Words Alive Staff worked 

together to plan a special day of art projects in the museum’s 

education center and exploration of current installations. The 

event was a perfect extension of our programmatic themes – 

honoring the power of play and finding ways to make learning 

more playful.  
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OUTCOMES – WHAT CHANGED FOR FAMILIES  

Research shows that providing books alone is not enough to jumpstart or strengthen reading habits at home. Instead, 

the most successful family literacy program models target (a) changing parent behavior and their understanding of their 

role in children’s pre-literacy development and (b) increasing parent understanding of the impact of a positive learning 

environment on a child’s education.   

Using this research base as a guide, our Family Literacy Program focuses on three key impact goals. That:    

1. Parents develop an enduring commitment to reading. Meaning parents internalize the value of reading and 

develop durable family reading habits as they experience positive, shared reading interactions with their young 

children. 

2. Parents and children become life-long learners. Meaning parents experience positive attitudinal shifts about 

learning and their role as their child’s first and foremost teacher. Parents expand knowledge of children’s brain 

and reading development, and practices that support their children’s learning. 

3. Parents become advocates for their children and their futures. Meaning parents are empowered to invest in 

the future of their family by increasing self-confidence in their role as their child’s first and foremost teacher. 

Our ultimate objective is that children and their parents believe in the power of reading and love what reading means in 

their lives. That is the tipping point between someone who can read and someone who calls themselves a reader. To get 

there, our program aims specifically to influence how parents feel, what they know, and what they do about their child’s 

reading development.  

IN OUR 5TH YEAR DELIVERING THE PROGRAM, THE WORKSHOP SERIES CONTINUES TO SHOW PROGRESS 
IN RAISING GET READY TO READ! REVISED SCREEN SCORES AND PROVIDING PARENTS ’ TOOLS AND 
CONFIDENCE TO CHANGE READING BEHAVIORS AT HOME. 

LITERACY SCREENING FOR CHILDREN  

Children participating in the program were screened using the Get Ready to Read! Revised (GRTR) screening toolii, a 

research-based series of questions for children ages 3-5 years, to determine whether they have the early literacy skills 

they need to become readers. The screening tool looks at print knowledge, linguistic awareness and emergent writing.   

Before the program, children scored an average of 12.6 out of a possible 25 on the Get Ready to Read! Revised screening 

tool. Post program average score rose to 13.9, an average increase of 10%.  Note that n=123.  

FIGURE AT RIGHT ADDRESSES THE SCREENING 

SCORES OF CHILDREN IN RELATION TO THEIR AGE. 

BEFORE THE PROGRAM, FOR EXAMPLE, ONLY 7% OF 

CHILDREN SCORED ABOVE AVERAGE FOR THEIR AGE. 

HOWEVER, AFTER THE PROGRAM, 13% OF CHILDREN 

SCORED AVERAGE FOR THEIR AGE. THAT MEANS 

46% MORE CHILDREN SCORED ABOVE AVERAGE FOR 

THEIR AGE AFTER THEIR FAMILIES COMPLETED THE 

PROGRAM.  
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Book Access and Routine  

 

 

The average increase in the size of a 
family’s home library after completing 
the program, growing from an average 
12.38 books before the program to 
16.75 books by program’s end. 

The increase in percentage of families 
who reported having a routine for 
looking at books together at home by 
program’s end. Having a routine for 
looking at books is a key indicator of 
future reading success.  
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FIGURE AT LEFT ADDRESSES THE PERFORMACE OF 

CHILDREN IN RELATION TO THE SKILLS MEASURED BY 

THE SCREEN’S ITEMS. EACH STEP DESCRIBES THE 

CHILD’S LEVEL OF DEVELOPMENT OF IMPORTANT 

PRE-READING SKILLS. BY PROGRAM’S END, 125% 

MORE CHILDREN HAD A SOLID UNDERSTANDING OF 

PRINT AND LETTER ASSOCIATIONS.  

CHILDREN WHO SCORE AT:  

• Step 1 have limited understanding of print and letter-sound 
associations.  

• Step 2 have a basic understanding of books and print and can recognize 
some letters.  

• Step 3 have gone beyond the basic understanding of books and print and are learning to identify letter-sound associations.  

• Step 4 have a solid understanding of print and letter-sound associations.  

WHAT PARENTS SAID  

In addition to the scores from the GRTR screening tool, 

parents participated in a focus group and were asked to 

complete a retroactive evaluation survey during the last 

week of the program. This survey intends to measure 

parent confidence in reading to their child and 

understanding how small children develop as readers, the 

importance placed on literacy building activities and 

literacy behaviors before and after the program. 

SURVEY RESPONSES FROM PARENTS WHO 

PARTICIPATED IN THE PROGRAM WERE 100% POSITIVE. 

OVERWHELMINGLY, PARENTS STATED THEY WERE 

READING MORE WITH THEIR CHILDREN, THAT THEY 

LEARNED MORE ABOUT EARLY LITERACY 

DEVELOPMENT IN YOUNG CHILDREN AND HAD 

LEARNED VALUABLE WAYS TO INCORPORATE 

LANGUAGE AND READING IN THEIR DAILY LIVES.  

All indicators on the parent retrospective evaluation showed collective gains, however the following indicators make up 

the top quarter of indicators where parents reported the greatest gains in their level of confidence or frequency of 

behavior:  

1. I know who my preschooler learns. (Parent Knowledge)  

2. I know how to create a language-rich environment for my preschooler. (Parent Knowledge) 

3. I know how to choose books for my preschooler. (Parent Knowledge) 

4. My child pays attention to the story. (Book-Sharing Behaviors)  

5. I link the items in the story to aspects of my child’s life or experiences. (Book-Sharing Behaviors) 

6. My child looks at books by themselves. (Literacy Building Activities) 

7. My child asks me to look at books with them. (Literacy Building Activities.  
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FULL RETROACTIVE PARENT EVALUATION   

The figures below compare how many parents rated themselves at the highest end of the scale for key indicators before 

and after the program. The % increase on the far right reflects how many MORE parents rated themselves at the highest 

end of the scale for each indicator after completing the program. Note that n=416.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

FULL RETROACTIVE PARENT EVALUATION   

Looking at the data from a different angle, below is a summary of the average response on a Likert scale of 1-5 for each 

item on the retroactive parent evaluation, as self-reported by parents before and after the program. Note that n=416.  

 

Literacy Building Behaviors (scale of 1-5, where 1=low & 5=higher frequency) Before After Change 

My child asks me to look at books with him 3.22 4.60 43% 

My child looks at books by himself 3.30 4.67 41% 

My child sees adults reading and writing at home 3.28 4.28 30% 

My child tries to write letters or words 2.99 4.14 39% 

I look at books with my child 3.57 4.70 32% 

I help my child write letters or words 3.33 4.42 33% 

I help my child read words that appear in the community 3.29 4.47 36% 

I spend time with my child working on creative activities 3.53 4.64 31% 

I visit the library with my child 2.94 3.76 28% 

 

Book Sharing Behaviors (scale of 1-5, where 1=low & 5=higher frequency) Before After Change 

My child pays attention to the story  3.12 4.47 43% 

My child talks about or names things in the pictures 3.45 4.63 34% 

My child asks questions about the story 3.20 4.29 34% 

My child answers my questions about the story  3.09 4.27 38% 

My child holds the book  3.72 4.79 29% 

My child chooses the book we read 3.75 4.78 27% 

I praise my child for listening to the story and helping me read 3.47 4.63 33% 

I ask my child to tell me about the pictures  3.37 4.63 37% 

I point out letter and words in the book 3.31 4.61 39% 

I link items in the story to aspects of my child's life or experiences  3.09 4.43 44% 

Parent Knowledge (scale of 1-5, where 1=low & 5=high) Before After Change 

I see myself as my child's first teacher 3.46 4.70 36% 

I know how my preschool child learns 3.08 4.56 48% 

I know the importance of reading to my child everyday 3.64 4.90 35% 

I know the importance of talking and listening to my child 3.82 4.89 28% 

I know the importance of signing songs and saying rhymes with my child 3.40 4.79 41% 

I know the importance of play in my child's learning 3.49 4.86 39% 

I know the importance of exploring the environment in my child's learning 3.41 4.79 40% 

I Know how to effectively read aloud to your child 3.40 4.75 40% 

I know how to choose books for my preschooler 3.08 4.68 52% 

I know how to create language rich environment for your preschooler 3.07 4.63 51% 



PARENT COMMENTS AND FOCUS GROUP RESPONSES  

AFTER THE PROGRAM, PARENTS REPORTED POSITIVE CHANGES IN ATTITUDES ABOUT READING AT HOME AND FELT 

MORE EMPOWERED TO HELP THEIR CHILDREN.   

 

The word cloud pictured above was generated from the written comments of parents, highlighting the positive patterns 

in their responses regarding how reading at home had changed and what they valued most about what they had learned 

in the program. Note that the size of words reflect their frequency in comments from a group of 416 parents.  

PARENT COMMENTS ABOUT CHANGES INCLUDED:  

“I read more with my daughter. Before it was every now and then, but now we do it every day and I love doing it!” 

“Now reading is more fun and interactive at home. I ask more questions and now we talk about the pictures of the book 

first and then we read together.” 

“Before, my kids did not treat their books with respect. They used to flip through all the pages and mess them up but the 

books we get from the program are like magic. They take care of them and hug them and cuddle with them before bed.” 

“I interpret and read more with my daughter. We do more activities and I play more with her.” 

 “The way I read is different, I ask her questions or I make it exciting.” 

 “My child now wants to pick out books to read instead of only playing with toys.” 

“My daughter connects the stories with experiences and moments of life more.” 



 

Parents were also asked to identify the most valuable thing they 

learned through participating in the workshops. Their statements 

suggested a better understanding of the importance of reading with 

their children and their own roles in their children’s literacy 

development.  

ABOUT LEARNING THEY SAID: 

“I learned to go back to time and be a child again to get to the level 

of my son.” 

“I learned a lot. Before I just was reading a story, and ask for 

pointing. Now my son has more vocabulary and I learned here to ask 

3 magic questions. This helps my child think and answer more. We 

have more conversation and discuss the book.” 

“The most valuable thing I learned is the power of reading and 

teaching the kids to love it.” 

“I learned that not just reading the words or teaching to read is the 

first important thing, but to explore with the children of what they 

may think the story is about.” 

“I now understand that young children are more energetic.” 

“I learned to try new things, and don't give up.” 

When parents identified what they valued most about the program 

more generally, they overwhelmingly stated that they valued the 

quality time they spent with their children.   

ABOUT TIME TOGETHER THEY SAID:  

“What’s most valuable is that my daughter is happy. After attending 

our first class, the first thing my daughter said when we got home 

was ‘thank you mama.’” 

“Bonding time with her made me discover a different side of her 

(she never showed me interest in books).” 

“Time with family, was and is the most valuable thing from this 

program.” 

Finally, we asked parents to identify something they had done for the 

very first time while participating in the workshops. Their statements 

suggested an increased engagement with their child’s learning and 

school community.  

ABOUT FIRST TIME EXPERIENCES THEY SAID:   

“Involve my daughter with other kids outside of school and hug the 

parents of other students.”  

 “I’ve participated in activities and done things with other families.” 



“I started doing crafts at home. After it we give it as surprise to daddy. My son was happy and more motivated to make 

crafts, since they were gifts for daddy.” 

 “Working with my children and taking the time to listen to them even sometimes when I don't understand.” 

“To take a ‘picture walk’ before reading. I ask Eric what he thinks is going to happen.” 

“Read more and buy books more than toys.”  

“Be a better mom and be a better teacher for my child and try to understand more what they are saying and try to not 

make stories boring.” 

 “I'm more into showing emotions and acting. We have a routine to read every day.” 

 

REFLECTIONS AND ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS  

In our fifth year delivering the Family Literacy Program, we continue to observe a deep resiliency among families and 
that supporting parent involvement in literacy development translates to stronger reading habits at home, and that 
given the tools, parents are ready to invest in their child’s learning.  

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS  

Moving forward, we want to continue exploring what this program can look like for preschool participants with siblings. 

Parents often comment on how changes in reading habits with their preschooler changes the tone with siblings as well. 

How can we engage those siblings directly? Future enhancements of the program could include expanding the 

curriculum for infants, toddlers, children in Kindergarten through 3rd grade, and finding ways to encourage children who 

enjoy reading to share books with their siblings. Reading development is a family affair and these too are critical years 

for children to connect reading with family and fun!  

                                                                 
i Cotton, K., Wikelund, K., Northwest Regional Education Laboratory, School Improvement Research Series. In Parent Involvement in Education.    

ii The primary tool used for assessing reading readiness in children was The Get Ready to Ready (GRTR) screening tool. Developed by the National Center for Learning Disabilities with the help of nationally recognized 
experts on early literacy and child development, the GRTR screening tool was selected as the most applicable assessment by University of San Diego graduate student team during the planning phase of the program pilot. 
The GRTR was administered at each of the sites two times, once at the beginning of a seven-week intervention period and once at the end. 


