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OVERVIEW
Early literacy skills are the foundation for school success. This is particularly important
for groups of children at heightened risk of poor educational outcomes, such as English
language learners and children from low-income families. Informed by a growing body
of research and evaluation studies that point to the importance of home literacy habits,
some early literacy programs have increased their focus on parenting practices that
support children’s academic success. Although the evidence base for these programs is
promising, large-scale experimental studies to comprehensively assess whether they work
across multiple settings and with different groups of children are essential next steps.
This report examines the case of Raising A Reader (RAR), which has been steadily building
its evidence base over many years and is now positioned to undertake such a comprehensive
evaluation. RAR is a national nonprofit literacy organization which, through work with
direct service agencies, helps develop sustainable home literacy routines essential to
language and literacy development. Currently active in 34 states, the program reached more
than 130,000 children and their families in 2013. RAR’s programming is grounded in a large
body of research that substantiates the critical role that parents play in nurturing their
children’s educational success through home-based reading practices. Raising A Reader
has for many years informed its program planning and expansion with independent
evaluation studies. These evaluations across a wide range of implementation settings found
that families participating in RAR increased their home literacy behaviors and children
improved their reading skills. These useful but small-scale studies led the organization to
prepare for taking the next steps aimed at looking comprehensively at the RAR program
through a random assignment evaluation, the most rigorous method of evaluation
research, often called a randomized controlled trial or impact evaluation.
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Raising A Reader is working with Child Trends, an independent evaluator, to use
research to continue to inform and improve its program and to prepare for a large-scale
impact evaluation in typical RAR settings. This report offers a case study that may be
informative to other programs in the parent engagement/early literacy field that seek to
use a variety of informal and formal data effectively for continuous quality improvement
and to build their evidence base. The report first summarizes the research base for
family literacy programs and the emerging evidence base for RAR. It then describes the
RAR program and how it uses a variety of data to regularly improve its program, inform
programming integrity, and prepare for a randomized controlled trial. In closing, the
report addresses the lessons for the broader field.
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WHY EARLY LITERACY MATTERS
In the United States, education is the surest route to economic
and life success. Research finds that educational success depends
in part on the early development of literacy skills.1 For example,
kindergartners who enter school with basic knowledge of reading
and math are more likely to fare well in elementary school,2
and students’ grades in elementary and middle school are good
predictors of school completion.3
By the end of third grade, reading proficiently is critical since children rely on those reading
skills in later grades to learn and to integrate information across content areas. 4 This is the
stage when children move from “learning to read” to “reading to learn.” Unfortunately, twothirds of all children, 80 percent of low-income children, more than 80 percent of black and
Latino children, and 93 percent of English language learners are not reading at grade level by
the end of third grade.5

PARENTS PLAY A CENTRAL ROLE IN THEIR CHILDREN’S EARLY LITERACY DEVELOPMENT
One of the ways to significantly increase the likelihood that children will be proficient readers
by the end of third grade is to equip parents with the skills and materials they need to help
their children develop the language and literacy essential for reading acquisition.6 Research
finds positive effects when children are read to at least three times per week,7 and a large
body of existing research finds that home-based literacy practices, such as shared reading
routines and direct teaching of reading and writing skills, contribute to children’s developing
literacy and other positive academic and social-emotional outcomes. Further, a growing body
of research evaluations point to the success of programs that teach parenting skills, including
the establishment of home literacy habits, to promote their children’s literacy development.

Family Engagement—The Evidence: A recent review of research conducted over the past 10 years

confirms that family engagement in home-based literacy activities, such as interactive book
sharing, positively affects children’s literacy skills.8 The studies show links between parental
engagement in children’s literacy, and improved vocabulary, listening comprehension, and
decoding skills,9 as well as more advanced reading ability, spelling, and comprehension.10
Home-based literacy practices are also positively associated with social-emotional skills,
such as increased motivation to learn, and attention to, and persistence with, difficult tasks.11
The specific practices that support these skills include reading aloud to the child, engaging
the child in a conversation about the story, asking the child to connect stories to pictures and
to predict events, and calling attention to the words on the page.12 The link between parent
engagement and child outcomes related to a developing skill reflects a basic tenet of child
development: the parent-child relationship and the family context are critically important
for children’s developmental outcomes.13

Family Engagement Programs—The Evidence: Family engagement intervention programs have
responded to the strong research supporting the importance of early literacy and the key role that
parent-child book sharing routines play in developing reading skills. Results from four systematic
reviews of multiple research studies found that parent engagement programs designed to
increase the quantity and quality of home-based shared reading practices can improve children’s
literacy skills.14 The interventions reviewed were typically intensive, for example, offering parents
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nine training sessions15 or as many as 25 intervention sessions over the course of one year.16 Although
the literature on less intensive programs is only now emerging, researchers are finding that lower
dose, and more affordable programs may also impact literacy outcomes.17

Parents comments on the child’s
role in RAR, made during Child
Trends focus groups:

WHAT IS RAISING A READER?

Raising A Reader is a family engagement
program that is grounded in basic research on
child development and draws on the growing
evidence base that establishes the need for
Even if [I] don’t want to, [my child]
and effectiveness of early literacy programs.
grabs the bag and says “Mommy!
However, RAR differs from many of these
Mommy! Come read to me.”
programs in important ways. First, it focuses on
I [didn’t] read to my child before, but
the role families play in language and literacy
now my son is the one that gets the
development rather than offering direct
book and tells me to read with him, so
training or instruction to children. Second,
we sit down and read together. He is
it is intentionally designed to extend and
now used to it, so now he wants to
enhance existing early childhood programs.
read a book every day.
The program is adaptable and applicable across
a wide variety of settings and promotes and facilitates the involvement of parents.
RAR’s program is designed to help families who may otherwise lack the knowledge, skills, or
resources to develop home-based book sharing routines. RAR works with schools and other
affiliates throughout the country to deliver the program. Parents participate in a series of
training sessions aimed at building awareness and understanding of the importance of their role
and the value of ‘parent-friendly’ research-based home literacy practices. Each week, teachers
send their students home with a bright red RAR bag filled with high-quality, multicultural,
developmentally appropriate books. The program relies on children’s excitement about books and
their natural interest in them as a motivating factor leading to requests of caregivers to share
books with them. In order to promote the continuity of these routines beyond the life span of the
program, RAR connects families to school or public libraries to reinforce and help them maintain
family literacy behaviors.
Parent training workshops are essential to the program. Local affiliated RAR partners offer between
two and five workshops which focus on the importance of book sharing for brain and language
development. Further, the workshops help adult caregivers learn and practice specific evidencebased techniques for book-sharing routines, such as asking interactive questions and making
connections between stories in the books and the child’s life. Additionally, each bag includes a DVD,
available in fifteen different languages, that reinforces ideas communicated to parents during
training, and promotes the value of these literacy practices in supporting their child’s success.
Paired with the training, the books that children take home each week provide families with the
resources to practice the strategies learned in the workshops and develop the home literacy routines
essential for language development and literacy acquisition.

EVALUATION FINDINGS BUILD AN EVIDENCE BASE AND INFORM AND IMPROVE THE PROGRAM
Since the program’s inception in 1999, RAR has developed and shared with its local partners a
standard set of assessment tools to evaluate whether the RAR program is being implemented with
fidelity, and whether the RAR program is influencing parents’ shared reading behaviors. Between
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2000 and 2014, RAR and its funders commissioned numerous small-scale evaluations of RAR
programs in 16 locations across the country. These evaluations were conducted independently of
one another, measured different outcomes, and used different methodologies.
Child Trends reviewed 21 evaluations of the RAR program, one of which was a random controlled
trial. Taken as a whole, the evaluation findings constitute a strong emerging evidence base for
RAR’s effectiveness in improving parent-child reading activities and behaviors and for improving
children’s reading skills. These evaluations have also provided useful information to Raising A
Reader as it continues to refine aspects of its intervention to increase program effectiveness.
Of the twelve pre- and post-test designs, eleven found significant positive changes in
parents’ home-based reading behaviors. Together, these 11 evaluations found that parents
who completed the RAR program were more likely to share books with their children more
frequently, more likely to have established a reading routine, and had an increased awareness
of the importance of reading with their children. Two of these evaluations also found that
parents reported positive changes in their children’s reading behavior. For example, following
participation in a RAR program, parents reported that their children were more likely to ask
questions, and more likely to turn the pages in a book while reading with the parent.
Eight evaluations also compared the literacy skills of Raising A Reader participants with
non-participants by using existing educational data from standardized assessments of Pre-K
students, and six reported significant effects on children’s skills such as print and book
knowledge and story comprehension. All of these evaluations found a significant effect on
parent reading behaviors, including increased frequency of sharing books with their children.
In 2014, the W. K. Kellogg Foundation funded a randomized control trial of RAR that compared
the literacy skills of children whose families had participated in a traditional RAR program
with the skills of children whose families participated in an enhanced version of the program.
The study also included a control group that had no exposure to RAR. This kind of randomized
control experimental study is considered the “gold standard” for evaluating an intervention’s
impact. The study found that a version of RAR’s program, augmented with five parent training
workshops, had significant impacts on measures of oral language skills compared with
RAR’s then-standard program with only two parent training workshops.18 Subsequent to this
evaluation finding, RAR amended the program to offer the five workshop model.
Similarly, Raising A Reader considers program suggestions from the field, and then examines
the evidence to support these recommendations. Such was the case that led RAR to expand the
program’s focus, from children birth to age five to children birth to age eight. RAR conducts an
annual affiliate survey to inform such decisions, and the 2010 survey found that many affiliates
supported expanding the RAR program from kindergarten into early elementary school. This
was consistent with research on family engagement and shared reading interventions which
suggested that RAR could continue to be beneficial for children in the early elementary grades.19
In fact, approximately 40 percent of U.S. children between three and six years did not attend
preschool in 2012, and between 50 and 60 percent of children in families living in poverty, or with
mothers with low educational levels, had not gone to preschool.20 Such families are much less
likely to read to their children three or more times a week. Offering RAR in the early elementary
grades, therefore, reaches a population that otherwise may not have access to any preschool or early
elementary family literacy programs.
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In summary, although the earlier
evaluations of the RAR program varied
Parents comments on the child’s
in rigor, the findings provide preliminary
role in RAR, made during Child
evidence of RAR’s effectiveness and
Trends focus groups:
important information about specific
aspects of the program. The pre-post
Before, I didn’t know how to read a
design studies and the quasi-experimental
picture book, so now we do that, and
studies suggest that the program has
create a story based on the pictures…
potential for improving parents’ bookI learned to ask questions when we
sharing practices. Several studies also
read. I learned to ask questions about
suggest RAR’s effectiveness in improving
things that rhyme… It makes reading
children’s reading development. The 2014
more exciting, more fun.
randomized controlled trial provided
the strongest evidence for the program’s
I don’t know English very well. Now I
theoretical model. As the trial was
make the effort to read in English.
conducted in high-quality early childhood
My son also helps me to pronounce
words correctly. I didn’t do that before
development centers that are not typical
because I was ashamed. I feel more
RAR settings, care must be taken not
comfortable now.
to generalize those findings to all RAR
programs around the country. The types
of settings more typical for RAR are
educational environments with varying levels of quality and resources, and serving a range of
populations. Overall, however, prior studies indicate RAR’s readiness for a more comprehensive,
substantive assessment of its programs in order to better understand their potential impact across
diverse populations and the more typical settings in which RAR operates.

PREPARING FOR A LARGE-SCALE IMPACT EVALUATION
In partnership with Child Trends, Raising A Reader is preparing for a large-scale comprehensive
examination of its program—a multi-site random assignment evaluations study. Previous
small-scale evaluation studies helped inform aspects of the RAR program and shed light on
the need for a more rigorous study to examine the effectiveness of RAR across its multiple
settings. This study will provide key information to guide further program improvement. For
example, the findings of such a rigorous study could help guide RAR’s program’s plan for scaling
up for maximum impact, while keeping the program affordable—a conundrum facing many
programs designed to enhance children’s development and well-being.
The preparation for a large-scale, multi-site evaluation entails assessing the quality of Raising
A Reader’s operational model in ways that would improve the ability of the study to determine
the program’s impact. Towards this end, Child Trends undertook two evaluations of the RAR
program in 2012. One of these studies, funded by The Annie E. Casey Foundation and The Masons
of California and conducted in the San Diego Unified School District, focused on RAR programs
in elementary schools. In addition to RAR’s new school-age expansion, the study also investigated
the challenges of family literacy programs serving a dual-language (English and Spanish) student
population. The project included a small pilot study in three schools to assess random assignment
procedures and examine family literacy practices in kindergarten classrooms.
The second Child Trends evaluation of RAR in 2012 was funded by the Department of Education
as part of RAR’s Innovative Approaches to Literacy (IAL) award. The project was primarily an
implementation study of a large scale up of RAR in three locations: Phoenix, the greater Boston
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area, and Baltimore. As part of the IAL study, Child Trends worked with the RAR national office to
refine its performance measures, improve its data management system, and establish measurable
goals to assess affiliate program fidelity. Research has found that multiple evaluations of the same
programs often find different program effects, and that these variations may be attributed to
differences in the populations served and in the quality of the program on the ground. Therefore,
given the diversity of program sites, it is critical that RAR’s performance measures are designed to
account for such variables as the program scales up.
The partnership between Child Trends and Raising A Reader includes key elements for the
advancement of both RAR and the field of early literacy programs. Guided by data and observations
of RAR programs in multiple sites, Child Trends is helping RAR prepare for a large-scale, random
assignment study and to take its program to scale with integrity. Working with RAR offers Child
Trends ongoing access to the dynamic and challenging realities of program implementation, which
has deepened Child Trends’ inquiry around rigorous yet practical evaluation approaches. This level of
engagement is a critical contribution to strengthening the ‘bridge’ between research and practice.
By working together, the Child Trends studies have prepared RAR for a rigorous impact
evaluation through:

Piloting a Randomized Controlled Trial in San Diego: The San Diego pilot study took place in three

elementary schools in the 2013–2014 school year and was designed to test procedures for
conducting a random assignment study, such as the feasibility of randomly assigning schools
to RAR or to the control condition, and incentives for teachers to get parents to return surveys
both at the beginning and at the end of the school year. The study was also intended to ensure
that program implementation was sufficiently strong to conduct a larger study in an urban
school district. Importantly, unlike the randomized controlled study (Anthony 2014) that
compared children’s literacy skills, the San Diego study compared family reading practices,
since RAR’s theoretical model assumes that practices in the home should change prior to
seeing changes in children’s literacy skills. The findings were promising, both with respect
to parents’ participation in activities to learn book sharing skills, and in their reported use of
those skills.

Exploring Strategies to Increase Parent Attendance: Parent engagement programs face the
common challenge of ensuring parent attendance in activities. RAR is no exception. In focus
groups with parents who attended RAR workshops, parents reported how the program helped
them learn specific behaviors related to reading. But an examination of RAR’s administrative
data found that in the three RAR sites funded by the Innovative Approaches to Literacy award—
Baltimore, Massachusetts, and Phoenix—attendance at parent workshops on shared reading
practices was generally below 40 percent during the 2013–2014 school year, numbers that are
consistent with enrollment and attendance data for parent engagement programs in general.21
In response to these findings and to reports from the field, RAR continues to search for additional
ways to reach parents. While face-to-face workshops may be desirable, and attendance can be
increased through pairing workshops with existing events and providing child care and food,
the organization is also exploring a wide range of innovative approaches to teach and reinforce
shared reading practices and home literacy routines.
Measuring Program Performance: When the evaluation for sites funded under the Department
of Education’s IAL award began, RAR’s monitoring process permitted the organization and its
partners to examine progress in parents’ self-reported reading practices. While helpful, this
approach did not necessarily indicate whether the progress is meaningful. In addition, parents
reported to RAR’s local partners that they felt the original survey was too long. To determine
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meaningful progress, Child Trends first worked with RAR to shorten the survey and focus
it on specific family literacy practices linked with success in reading. Then, when data from
the IAL sites became available, Child Trends and RAR began to define success by identifying
the type and degree of changes in home literacy practices that RAR would like to see parents
achieve after participation in the program. Relying on research about family literacy practices
and RAR’s experiences in the field, meaningful success was defined as parents using multiple
reading practices—such as asking children questions about the story while reading books—in
combination with reading regularly to children for 20 minutes, a minimum of 3 times a week.
Having defined success for families, RAR and its partner agencies can use the parent survey
data to assess the proportion of families who achieve success. With that information, they can
identify specific RAR program locations that may need additional supports. The next phase
of RAR’s work can now focus on building the capacity of affiliates to set realistic goals that
respond to both the characteristics and specific needs of local populations being served, and
align agency ‘success’ metrics with national RAR goals.
In addition to assessing outcomes to define success, Child Trends has worked with RAR to
understand the elements of program implementation that predict program success. This work is
critical for understanding variations in implementation, which in turn indicates the program
locations that may need additional help in implementing the program. It is also critical for
understanding the particular aspects of a program that may need to be improved in order to
increase the probability of program success.

NEXT STEPS AND CONCLUSION
Raising A Reader is grounded in a strong foundation of research that highlights the importance of
family involvement in promoting children’s literacy.
It has also established a strong emerging evidence base through numerous small-scale evaluations
in a wide variety of sites across the country. And it is using this emerging evidence base as the
springboard for an impact evaluation in order to provide an even higher standard of evidence for its
effectiveness, as RAR continues its trajectory toward national expansion.
The experiences of RAR as it practices evidenced-based planning also exemplify how programs
develop the ability to use both data and evidence to increase their effectiveness and impact. Building
on a significant number and array of small studies, RAR is now well-positioned to undertake a
more comprehensive evaluation study that will strengthen the program’s understanding of how
to increase its overall effectiveness. To prepare for such a study, RAR will continue to integrate
lessons learned from its knowledge base to solidify strong program operations and consistency of
implementation. By continuing to choose and refine performance metrics and measurement tools,
RAR will increase the reliability and validity of the data it collects and, in turn, enhance its ability to
link program fidelity to desired outcomes.
While this is the story of one program, there are lessons for the broader field. For practitioners facing
the ongoing challenge of integrating evidenced-based planning into their programs, understanding
how other organizations successfully use research to improve their effectiveness can provide a road
map for future success. And, for researchers, developing partnerships with organizations such as
Raising a Reader yields valuable new perspectives on the dynamic and challenging realities of
program implementation–leading to new lines of inquiry and strengthened connections between
research and practice.
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