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The Reach Out and Read Assessment (RORA) project was a quasi-experimental study designed to
evaluate the effectiveness of a Reach Out and Read program. Reach Out and Read (ROR) is a non-profit,
national organization that features giving parenting and literacy information to families. Books are given
to their children at well-child visits between the ages of six months and five years by pediatricians.
Reading techniques are modeled by the pediatrician and by volunteers reading in print-rich clinic waiting
rooms (ROR, 2003-2006). The evaluation consisted of an oral (bilingual) survey and a child assessment
using the Preschool Language Scale, 4th Edition (Zimmerman, 2002) instrument. Twenty-four families in
the final sample participated at their child’s six-month-old well-baby visit with a follow-up at the 12-
month well-child visit. Impact of the ROR program on the families was measured against a control
population. The study process, findings, and best practices are transferable information for practitioners in
family literacy programs (Gramann, 2007).

BACKGROUND

An objective of early literacy interventions is to increase the school readiness abilities of young children
at an age when parent input is significant (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2004;
Dickinson, 2006). Literacy abilities at kindergarten have been shown to be related with reading abilities in
the later elementary years (National Center for Family Literacy, 2005; Dickinson, 2006).

In the past 20 years, early literacy has become a frequent message directed toward parents in our society.
ROR and other family literacy programs empower young parents by helping families to understand the
connection between activities when the child is six months of age and learning to read during the school
years. Shared book reading has been shown to enhance language, not early literacy skills directly.
Increasing a child’s vocabulary before learning to read can impact phonological awareness and listening
comprehension. Learning vocabulary indirectly assists in learning to read (Dickinson, 2006). The
National Early Literacy Panel has compiled a synthesis of early literacy research (National Center for
Family Literacy, 2005). The RORA study supported the ROR model and added to the early literacy
research base.

METHOD

The survey and assessment sites consisted of the experimental site, or Reach Out and Read treatment, and
a control site, without a Reach Out and Read program. At the time of the study, both sites were medical
facilities serving young children, including those from underinsured families. Children and their parents
came to the medical sites for routine well-child visits and health care. The sample population came from a
small city and nearby, surrounding communities. The city population make-up included 17.72% African
American, 27.8% Hispanic, and 64.65 % White, according to the 2000 census. A total of 14,873 families
were in the community with 15.5% of the families falling below the poverty line (Wikipedia, 2007).

In the final sample of participant families for the RORA project, 60.9% were from the treatment site and
39.1% were from the control site. Of the 24 adult participants, 22 were Hispanic, one was African
American, and one was White. All of the adult participants who primarily answered the parent survey
questions were the mothers of the children. In the final sample, 78.3% of the participant families chose to
have the parent survey and child assessment conducted in Spanish language, and 21.7% chose English
language. The control group reported 8.4 years of school completed, while the ROR group reported an
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average of 7.6 years. The sample reflected parent participants born in Mexico and the United States. Final
statistics reflected the ROR site as having 85.7% of participants from Mexico and 14.3% from the United
States. At the control site, 55.6% were from Mexico and 44.4% from the United States. This difference in
the number of recent immigrants, contributed to contrasts in the data results.

Data was collected at the child’s 6 month well-baby visit and a follow-up at the 12 month well-child visit.
At both visits and both sites, a parent survey and a child assessment were completed. The RORA parent
survey was an updated and lengthened version of the Before and After Books and Reading (BABAR)
parent survey (ROR, 2001). The PLS-4: Preschool Language Scale, Fourth Edition (Zimmerman, 2002)
was used for the child assessment at both visits. Subscales from the standardized test included auditory
comprehension and expressive communication. A total language score was also provided. Both the
Spanish and English language versions were used.

Limitations arose when it was found that the control site medical staff did encourage families to read to
their children at the six-month check-up. In addition, at least three of the control site parents were
enrolled in high school programs designed to assist teenage mothers with infants. These factors may have
influenced the control group. In a way the control group did provide a contrast by showing how important
ROR may be with families that have less opportunities and education.

FINDINGS

Key findings about differences between the ROR and control groups were tested using an ANOVA of
gain scores between 6 and 12 months. Because of the small sample sizes, all tests were evaluated against
an alpha level of .10. The survey points not directly influenced by the control site limitations were those
concerning receiving books and observing reading volunteers. The number of books reported at home for
one child was completely out of line with the rest of the sample. The outlier was removed for the data
analysis. Analysis of the data was conducted on 14 treatment site participant families and 9 control site
participant families.

The main question that looked at book reading, “Do you ever read children’s books to [name],” reflected
the ROR group gaining more. An ANOVA of the gain scores showed a significantly greater change in the
ROR group than in the control group parents reading to their children (F = 2.69, df = 1,21, p = .10). At 6
months, 50% of ROR parents said they read children’s books to their infants. By 12 months this increased
to 93% of ROR parents reading. By comparison, 78% of control parents read to their children at 6
months, increasing to 89% at 12 months. This is illustrated in Figure 1. In other words, at 6 months more
parents in the control group were reading to their infants, but by 12 months this pattern had reversed: a
greater proportion of ROR parents read to their children.
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When the parent replied that they did not read to their child, “is he/she too young for that” was asked.
Five parents responded that their child “was too young for that” in the ROR group, at 6 months. In the
control group two parents replied the same way at 6 months. At 12 months, only one parent in the whole
sample replied that they did not read to the child because they thought they were too young. This
participant was at the ROR site and had only been at the clinic once. Parent perceptions are critical when
educating about why it is important to read to the very young child.

As expected, ROR parents received significantly more children’s books from a doctor (mean = 2.4) than
did parents at the control site (mean = 0; F = 18.15, df = 1, 21, p < .001). When asked if they had ever
seen volunteers reading to children in the waiting room, 57.1% of ROR parents indicated they had,
compared to none of the control-site parents (chi-square = 7.89, df = 1, p = .005). ROR parents were
significantly more likely to say their children had listened to volunteers reading (35.7%) than was the case
with control-site parents (0%; chi-square = 4.12, df =1, p =.043). Given that 12 months is young enough
to often be sleeping or easily distracted, this number may be regarded positively.

The PLS-4 instrument (Zimmerman, 2002) assesses children for an auditory comprehension score, an
expressive communication score, and a total language score. All of the child assessment scores were
insignificant. The total sample mean scores for auditory comprehension were 90.2% for the 6 month-olds,
increasing to 92% at the age of 12 months. At 6 months of age, the expressive communication means
were 86.1%, and a very close score of 85.9% at 12 months of age. All of the twenty-three subjects had a
total language score of 87% at 6 months of age, and an 88% at 12 months of age. Looking at just the ROR
site, the mean score for the auditory comprehension assessment for the 6 month-olds was 89.2%,
increasing to 92.8% at 12 months.

In calculating the age equivalents for two assessment visits, using the PLS-4, the total sample of children
were 5.5 months and 11.7 months, respectively. The children were on target developmentally as the
children had just reached the 6-8 month and 12-17 month assessment age ranges. This may be viewed as a
positive result. Further research question: what happens between 12 months of age and entering
kindergarten?

SUMMARY

Research with a similar questionnaire, the Before and After Books and Reading parent survey by Robert
Needlman, MD (ROR, 2001), has shown positive results for the early literacy intervention. In comparing
published data results from the BABAR parent survey (ROR, 2001), one of the significant findings from
both studies was identical. Results with the BABAR instrument in ROR sites, with 1,006 children from
ten sites, indicated that 93% (from 88%, p< .02) of the parents reported reading to their child. The RORA
project had the same 93% response (from 50%, F = 2.69, df = 1,21, p = .10) with the same question and a
very small sample. The BABAR study differed by including children, aged 6 months to five years, and a
follow-up interval of one year. The RORA sample included only six-month and twelve-month-old
children. Because parents are more likely to read more to older children, the findings are more interesting
than analogous.

Another ROR research paper by Weitzman (2004) also found 93% parents reporting to be reading to
children. The study used a waiting room interview and a home visit to collect data using the Home
Observation for Measurement of the Environment (Caldwell, 1984) instrument.

Key to the RORA findings was the positive trend in physician and volunteer readers modeling; and the
giving of a book to the child. These were contributing factors for the significant gain in reading to their
children by the ROR group when compared to the control group. ROR training video resources mention
an inappropriate “lollipop” strategy of giving books at the end of the visit as a “reward,” with no
modeling (ROR, 2003-2006). The RORA data emphasizes how significant the pediatrician modeling with
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a book is to success in parents reading more to their children. The reading volunteers reinforced this
crucial aspect. The physicians modeled at the end of the visit so it would be the last thing the parent hears.
Other than the slight modification of the end of the visit modeling, the study Reach Out and Read
program used the ROR model (ROR, 2003-2006).

Even with a small sample due mostly to the transient population and limited age range, RORA results
found that the ROR program did have a positive impact on the community, reaching the families most in
need of literacy assistance. The sample reflected an underinsured, predominately Hispanic population.
The Reach Out and Read Assessment project evaluated and found the following key points:

e The strongest finding was that of the ROR parents reading to their children in a greater proportion
by the time the children were 12 months of age when compared to the control parents.

e The number of books given out by the program, the volunteers reading in the waiting room, and
the very young children listening to stories being read in the waiting room were all significantly
greater at the ROR location.

e The local ROR program was shown to be evidence-based. Overall, trends in the data were
positive, with some findings being statistically significant. Results supported the ROR program
model.

e The ROR intervention appeared to have no effect on PLS-4 (Zimmerman, 2002) scores from six
months to 12 months of age. At this youngest age group, it may be too early for the PLS-4 to be a
valid measure for an invention impact, or with assessing just a 6 month interval. The children as a
group assessed at their appropriate age equivalents, a positive outcome for the families.

CONCLUSION

Next steps for the program included expanding collaborations and information about other community
resources for families in order to provide more literacy support for families (Harvard Family Research
Project, 2005). ROR books that are bilingual would be a better choice to provide. Locating English
Language Learner classes would be important in the sample community. Increasing documentation of
volunteer hours would allow a monetary value to be assigned for reporting and recognition.

A revised and redesigned literacy survey, Family Literacy—Short Survey (FL-SS) (Gramann, 2007), is
suggested and can be found in the appendix of Reach Out and Read Assessment: The Final Report for
program evaluation. FL-SS is a revision in answer to the call (ROR, 2001) to develop workable methods
for monitoring ROR, and with modification, other family literacy programs, in an on-going basis.

Best practices for application in family literacy programs were developed out of the study findings. The
best practices are:

To encourage parents to read early and often to their child.

To model ways parents can read a book to their child.

To repeat the reading message multiple times to the parents.

To provide and assist the parents in locating children’s books for the child.

Parent perceptions are vital when educating about why it is important to read to the very young child.
Early literacy begins at birth and is a lifelong endeavor (Neuman, 1998). Reinforcing that the very young
child is ready to learn and methods to engage the child in literacy and learning activities should be
repeated messages. Literacy is a family affair, with modeling of reading being the critical element.
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