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ARKANSAS PARTNERSHIPS for PRESCHOOL LITERACY EDUCATION
MaryAnne Williams, Facilatator
When Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library began in our area we hoped it would make a difference in the lives of our preschool children and their families.  It has changed the way many families relate to their preschool children.  Bedtime routines can be such a precious time of settling down, a time of sharing the gift of an age appropriate book. As soon as a child is born they are eligible to register for a new book to arrive with the child’s name on it every month to their home mailbox at no cost to the families; a gift that will continue until their fifth birthday.  
Some may ask, why so soon?   80% of brain growth and development occurs in the first three years of life. Children develop much of their capacity to learn in those first three years.  A child’s interaction with their environment rather than intelligence is a key factor in determining the ease with which a child will learn to read.  A child develops language skills long before being able to speak; the child also develops literacy skills long before being able to read.To immerse a child in a literacy environment can be a stronger predictor of literacy and academic achievement than family income.  The more words a child hears, the larger the child’s vocabulary, the more likely the child will be a proficient reader.
During the seven years since we started on the road toward getting Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library for our community’s preschool children, we discovered a dozen other Arkansas communities with the same dream for their children.  Everyone wants the best for our little ones so when they get to school they are truly ready for a lifetime of learning.
All across the state families are taking advantage of Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library books. Fathers are reading to sons and daughters.  Mothers and grandmothers share special times every day with youngsters who won’t take “No” for an answer to the question, “Will you read to me, Mommy?”
It is making a real and measureable difference in readiness to learn.“The gift of books to Des Arc preschoolers greatly influenced the results of Stanford testing.  Gains in reading were up 12 points and in math there was an increase of 14 points,” according to Des Arc Elementary School principal, Debora Carpenter.
When asked about the differences observed, first grade teacher, Teresa McFarlin said, “One big difference was the connection between books they have at home and the ones they use at school.  One example:  Children comment on a book in school that ‘looks like one we have at home.’  The author and illustrator were the same as a book a younger sibling had recently received. The students are comfortable with books and like to read to themselves and others.”  First grade teacher Angela Dohm remarked, “They read with a partner more, and they were ready much earlier in the school year.”
In Batesville, Laurie McClure, Director of Parents as Teachers, states, “Parents as Teachers strongly believe that great readers are made in the laps of moms and this program helps equip moms with the tools they need. Parent educators in my program visit many homes where the only books in the home are the ones sent from Imagination Library.”
Kesha Wilson was searching the internet for a source of books for her two-year-old son, Zavier. She discovered the perfect resource when she found the Imagination Library. We read everyday!" says Kesha.  Zavier was the 500th preschooler to register in Arkadelphia.  
Elaine Kneebone, Project Coordinator for Clark County, can personally attest to the benefits of the Imagination Library in her own family as well as seeing them in the faces of the children in the community.  Ms. Kneebone stated, “All of families of preschoolers in Arkansas deserve access to this valuable resource.”
In a recent letter of support Principal Wanda O’Quinn said,”…I have had the privilege of observing, first hand, the growth and benefits of the program as principal of Louisa El Perritt Primary School.  I have the data, which shows an increase in the children’s test scores who have participated in the program.  This is exciting!”
And the list goes on….
The latest county in Arkansas to become the local champion for its preschool children from birth to age 5 and form a partnership with Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library is Saline County.  Dr.Patti Bokony, coordinator, is the author of the state’s PreK Social-Emotional Learning Training for Child Care Providers and is the developer of a parenting education program Teaching Important Parenting Skills (TIPS) for Great Kids! TIPS joins preschool teachers and parents to promote school readiness.  TIPS has a significant focus on literacy.  “The availability of books in the homes of Saline County’s preschool children will provide a needed resource for parents.”
There is growing interest all over the state to allow every preschool child in Arkansas to have the gift of books in their homes.  The areas already providing this opportunity are, Batesville (Independence/Sharp),  Prairie, Woodruff, , Greater Jonesboro (Clay, Craighead, Cross, Greene, Jackson, Lawrence, Poinsett, Randolph),  Clark, Greater Fort Smith (Crawford, Franklin, Logan, Sebastian), Blytheville/Gosnell, Union, Saline, , Benton, Madison, Washington, and Bradley.
Nationally, the number of communities participating in Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library continues to increase at a brisk rate – landing at 1500 communities in 48 states, the U.K. and Canada.  The number of children enrolled each month soared to just under 670,000 children.  7.1 million books were distributed in 2010.  Over 47 million books have been given to preschool children since 1995.
We want the future generations of our citizens to graduate from high school as workforce ready, or college bound without remediation, fully productive members of society. Preparing our children for lives as productive participants in the economic growth and development of our communities is the key to success for our cities, counties, and our state.
Parents of enrolled children read to their children more often.  Siblings of enrolled children frequently read with their younger brothers and sisters. This gift of books improves educational opportunities for all preschool children  by providing a consistent flow of high quality age appropriate books to their homes. Books that would not be available to them otherwise.  This project levels the field of educational opportunity so ALL children entering the formal school environment share the same literacy background prepared and ready to learn.  Every child in Arkansas deserves the best beginning possible before they get to school.  Let’s make Arkansas the next state to provide this essential beginning of learning to love books through a partnership with the Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library.



image1.jpeg




