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THE CHALLENGE

Studies show that children who grow up with greater exposure to reading and books
are more likely to find work as adults (Evans et al., 2015) and have higher academic
competence than their peers (Sikora et al., 2018). The beneficial impact of reading
can be detected early, and research also shows that having books at home as a

child results in higher adult brain function (Berns et al., 2013; Weinstein et al., 2021),
increased empathy (Kidd & Castano, 2013), and better physical health (Dewalt &
Pignone, 2005; Weinstein et al., 2021).

However, not all students have access to books. A 2010 study revealed that nearly
one-third of American families (28 percent) have fewer than 25 books in the home
(Evans et al,, 2010). In addition, recent assessment data from The National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP) indicates that fewer and fewer kids read on their own,
just for fun (NAEP, 2022). Only 14% of students surveyed said they read for pleasure
every day, down three percentage points from 2020 and 13 percentage points from a
decade ago. Research shows that children who read for pleasure tend to have larger
vocabularies, greater background knowledge, and higher reading test scores than
their peers who do not (Cunningham & Stanovich, 2003). This is because gaining joy
from reading “feeds engagement and agency, which increases effort and practice”
(Miller & Lesesne, 2022, p. 233).

Access to books (Manu et al.,, 2019), mentoring (LaVenia & Burgoon, 2019), and
family engagement (Park & Holloway, 2017; Jeynes, 2005) are powerful tools for
improving student engagement and literacy achievement. Scholastic R.E.A.L. is
designed to do exactly that by directly addressing the challenges mentioned above
and as a result, improve students’ relationship with reading through interactive read-
alouds, meaningful modeling by adults, literacy-focused mentoring, increased family
connections to text, and expanded home libraries.
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DESCRIPTION OF R.E.A.L.

Scholastic R.E.A.L. is a literacy-based mentoring program that gives schools, districts,
public libraries, and community-based organizations the tools they need to recruit

and equip mentors (caring individuals from the community) to be reading champions.
By using diverse books, these mentors support children’s relationships to literacy and
academic success through interactive read-alouds and book discussions. Following
these discussions, each student gets to take home the book, expanding their home
library and providing opportunities to interact with the text again with their family. Each
book has an associated companion guide to help structure the time mentors, students,
and families spend engaging in literacy-related activities.

Scholastic R.E.A.L. was developed for students in PreK through eighth grade, with
content and discussion prompts tailored to meet their range of developmental needs.
Each grade-level set includes four unique titles with 10 copies for students and one for
the mentor (44 books total). The full implementation package includes:

e High-Quality Books representing a diversity of experiences, authors, and topics

e Student Guides to help readers look for evidence, make real-life connections, and
respond with writing

e Family Guides with fun and engaging activities and discussion prompts to support
literacy at home

e Mentor Guides including sample discussion questions individualized to each book
¢ Implementation Guide with implementation steps and sample letters
e Community Recruiting Guide for personalized outreach

e Mentor Success Guide (digital only) that provides tips to build mentors’ confidence
and skills

e Digital Resource Website that allows facilitators to access the resources digitally
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LOGIC MODEL

The 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) encourages districts and schools to
adopt evidence-based programs with a well-specified logic model explaining how
programs will likely improve outcomes. Figure 1 provides a conceptual model of
R.E.A.L''s design to facilitate engagement with literature and improve short-term

and long-term outcomes. Specifically, this logic model outlines the resources
needed (e.g., books, guides, mentors, and facilitators) to launch the R.E.A.L. program
successfully. It documents the targeted activities (e.g., read-alouds with mentors and
interactive activities) needed to generate the direct and tangible outputs that occur
from the activities (e.g., a deeper understanding and appreciation for literacy for
students). The outputs lead to short- and long-term outcomes (e.g., expanded home
libraries and high attendance rates) that can also be used to define the expected
results of a program as well as help determine the best variables to measure when
evaluating program success.
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Figure 1. Logic model for Scholastic R.E.A.L.

LOGIC MODEL
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experience with
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Students
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characters/plots
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focused mentorship

e Long-term: Attend
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Facilitators/Schools

» Short-term: Engage
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e Short-term: Increase
communication
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home

» Long-term: See
a rise in positive
classroom behaviors
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e Short-term: Become
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and tangible
opportunities to
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e Long-term: Foster a
positive perception
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RESEARCH SUPPORTS THE
COMPONENTS OF R.E.A.L.

MENTORSHIP

Research shows that academic mentoring partnerships positively impact children’s
cognitive, social, emotional, and academic development (Rhodes, 2005). Well-trained
mentors can also provide modeling of literacy practices or serve as tutors. The What
Works Clearinghouse Practice Guide identifies modeling as an effective strategy for
teaching and reinforcing children’s foundational reading skills (Foorman et al., 2016).

Study results show that literacy mentorship programs can have a particularly powerful
impact on children’s reading and language outcomes (Fives et al., 2013; Ritter et

al., 2006; LaVenia & Burgoon, 2019). In one specific example, volunteers came

to classrooms for an hour and read to students, and the children who were more
engaged with the program reported higher reading enjoyment and greater fluency
gains (Miller et al., 2011).

High-quality mentoring programs have also been found to improve student
engagement. In a randomized study, students who participated in a mentoring
program had a 20 percent decrease in absences. The researchers believe this drop
is due to the positive developmental impact building meaningful relationships and
experiences with a non-familial adult can have on children, particularly those who
otherwise would not receive similar guidance (Guryan et al., 2021).
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The R.E.A.L. program uses this research base and supports mentors directly by
providing them with book-specific guides that can be used before, during, and

after their read-aloud to promote engagement and understanding for children.

These supports include 1) introductory content to use while introducing the book

to students, 2) questions to use while reading, and 3) discussion prompts to deepen
understanding after the read-aloud. In addition, resources for defining expectations
and building genuine connections through mentorship are also outlined in the Mentor
Success Guide.

Planning for success before mentorship opportunities is important, but research
shows that transitioning this preparation into effective implementation can be an even
more important driver of success (Leo & Stoeger, 2023). This guide allows mentors

to make this leap by describing the steps and strategies that they can use to promote
a clear, easy, and authentic experience for both the mentor and the children. Some
examples of strategies recommended for mentors include practicing pronunciations
of unfamiliar words that appear in the book they will be reading and using the read-
aloud as an opportunity to bond with the children (e.g., before reading, say, "This book
is about food! What are some of your favorite foods?”").

Figure 2. An example of the Mentor Success Guide as it appears on the
R.E.A.L. Digital Resources page

REAL Mentor Success
Mentor Success The Mentor Success Guide equips mentors with valuable information
Guide for managing their read-alouds, and for building meaningful
How to be a reading champlon

connections with kids.

o DOWNLOAD
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FAMILY ENGAGEMENT

Family engagement is a collaborative process through which educators and caregivers
partner to support children’s learning. According to data from the U.S. Department of
Education, less than 20 percent of a child’s time is spent in school, with the remainder
mostly spent with family or in areas of the community. Because of this, the role that
parents and the home environment play in a child’s life can have a major influence on
their academic development. Research has also revealed the positive impact higher
levels of family engagement can have on their children’'s outcomes. Studies show that
high levels of family engagement are associated with:

» Increased student achievement (Park & Holloway, 2017; Jeynes, 2005)

e Improved attendance and behavior (Smith, et al., 2019; Sheldon, 2007;
El Nokali at al., 2010)

e Improved social-emotional skills (Smith et al., 2020; Van Voorhis et al., 2013)
e Increased graduation rates (Ross, 2016; Hoover-Dempsey, et al., 2005)

To successfully encourage family engagement, educators must first build positive
relationships with families and then find genuine and meaningful ways to involve
them. Moody and Matthews (2022) describe the importance of cultivating a more
inclusive and successful school-and-home learning environment by creating “an
ecology where both generic and home literacy practices are valued.” In their model,
teachers are empowered to:

« Recognize and value the cultural literacy practices of bi/multilingual families
e Involve families in program creation

e Design reading activities that are both meaningful and effective
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Researchers have demonstrated that when caregivers and children share books,

they enhance the quality of their reading in the long term, making for frequent
conversation and increased caregiver understanding of a child’s learning (Fletcher

& Reese, 2005). However, these types of interactions are limited (or nonexistent)

if families do not have access to books. In contrast, children in homes with more
extensive home libraries read more, have higher-level reading skills, and attain more
years of education than those with access to fewer books, even after controlling for
parental education level (Crook, 1997; de Graaf et al., 2000; de Graaf, 1986; de Graaf,
1988; Evans et al., 2010; Georg, 2004; Park, 2008; Teachman, 1987). R.E.A.L. puts
these research findings into practice, aiming to not only expand home libraries, but
to also do so in a way that promotes diverse and culturally relevant books and further
fosters family engagement in their children’s learning journey.

In addition to expanding home libraries, the R.E.A.L. program promotes, encourages,
and simplifies family engagement. This is done by providing an extensive collection
of Family Guides (one for each text) in both English and Spanish. These guides are
filled with questions and prompts targeted at starting and sustaining meaningful
conversations about the book in the home environment. For example, in the Family
Guide accompanying the astronomy-themed book The Sun Is Kind of a Big Deal,
there are activities that encourage the child and their family to look at the sky and
draw the moon together each night, map out the world's time zones, practice shadow
drawing, and calculate their ages on different planets. These guides are specifically
designed for families to deepen comprehension, build personal connections to the
text, and enrich communication, all while encouraging quality family interaction.

Figure 3. Examples of the Family Guides for a second-grade student
in both English and Spanish

MSCHOLASTIC

MSCHOLASTIC

Family Reading Fun Lectura en familia
Enjoy The Sun Is Kind of a Big Dealtogether,
then buid your observation, math, and fact
finding sls with th story-inspired acivives
below.

GUIA PARA LA FAMILIA

The Sun Is Kind
of a Big Deal

eseritoe lustrado
por Nick Seluk

The Sun Is Kind
of a Big Deal

Written and Ilustrated
by Nick Setuk

i

About This Book why
Inschool today. your chi ead The un s Kind (sundios)
ofa ig e, a book fled with humor and
facts. We countonthe Su for

GUIA PARA LA FAMILIA
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LITERACY SKILLS

Literacy—the ability to read, write, and comprehend—is a formidable linchpin to
school, work, and life success. Numerous studies provide powerful evidence that
early reading achievement is strongly and positively associated with high school
completion, college attendance, increased earnings, and better health:

e Kindergarten reading scores predict later earnings, higher education completion,
home ownership, and retirement (Chetty et al., 2011).

e Children who do not read proficiently by third grade are four times more likely to
drop out of high school by age 19 than their proficient peers (Hernandez, 2011).

e Individuals with lower literacy rates are less likely to receive regular preventative
healthcare (Bennett et al., 2009).

» People who read books live almost 23 months longer than nonliterate people
(Bavishi et al., 2016).

Despite its importance, many students leave elementary school struggling to read
(National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2022). While low literacy rates
have been a source of concern for over a decade in the United States, the level of
urgency and need has increased greatly in recent years due primarily to unfinished
learning caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and associated school closures.

This context reveals why providing high-quality, impactful learning opportunities and
literacy instruction to children at any opportunity is critical for their short- and long-
term success as an individual. Effective reading instruction requires the systematic

and explicit teaching of code-based skills (phonics knowledge, decoding skills)

and meaning-focused skills (content knowledge, literacy knowledge, vocabulary,
language structure) as well as processes that bridge these two areas (print concepts,
fluency, etc.) and self-regulation (Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Connor, 2019). Beyond
this traditional type of instruction, research has also shown that expanding access to
books at home (Evans et al., 2010) and guiding students through focused, high-quality
discussions of text (Shanahan et al.,, 2010) can lead to better educational outcomes.
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Applying metacognitive strategies to learning to read has also been shown to
significantly improve outcomes. Kuhn (2000) defines metacognition as "Enhancing (a)
metacognitive awareness of what one believes and how one knows, (b) metastrategic
control in the application of the strategies that process new information.” This can be
more simply understood as building comprehension and background knowledge and
then teaching students how to apply these skills to their reading. Research has shown
that applying these strategies to classroom literacy instruction improves vocabulary
and comprehension (Boulware-Gooden et al., 2007).

The multiple components that make up R.E.A.L. support student development across
a wide range of literacy skills:

e Mentor Guides and Student Guides promote close readings of texts by
introducing the book and relevant strategies before the read-aloud is started. The
guides also provide information about a book’s history and theme for context,
additional information on background knowledge required for understanding,
comprehension questions (used during and after the reading), and prompts that
emphasize text-to-self connections, helping students personally relate to the story
or excerpt. These instructional practices align to many components included in
the “close reading approach” described by Fisher and Frey (2012), which promotes
critical thinking skills and a deep understanding of the text.

 The R.E.A.L. Family Guides also support literacy skills by encouraging caregivers
and readers to apply strategies and concepts they have learned from the text to
personal experiences. For example, this prompt, captured from the Grade 3 Family
Guide, asks the child to reflect on a time their actions have negatively impacted
others and what they did to resolve those situations. This direct application not
only builds deeper vocabulary and comprehension skills but also develops an
awareness of metacognition and self-regulation strategies.

Figure 4. An excerpt from a Family Guide demonstrating how the prompts
help families and children make text-to-self connections

Family Reading Fun

Reading and discussing books with your child
will support them in developing strong reading
skills. Here are some ideas to keep your child
excited about Pug Pals: Two’s a Crowd!

Reflect Together

Sunny the pug says something hurtful to her
sister and later apologizes. Talk with your child
about a time when they regretted something
they said. How did they make it up to the
other person?
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JOY (ENGAGEMENT AND MOTIVATION)

It is impossible to ignore the role of joy in reading. Joy can be both the outcome

and underlying force driving the motivation to read and a desire to engage with the
text. When cultivated, this combination explains why adults and children reach for a
book simply for pure enjoyment. Better yet, children who read for pleasure and are
motivated to read do significantly better at school than their peers who rarely read
(Wilhelm, 2016). Research also shows that finding joy in reading can lead to increased
intrinsic (personally rewarding) and extrinsic (outside/third-party recognition)
motivation.

Intrinsic motivation to read is cultivated through the positive emotions and
experiences had while interacting with text (Becker et al., 2010). These positive
interactions can come from the story itself, as well as from the feeling of
accomplishment when completing a book and the social components that arise when
a plot point is discussed or new perspectives are introduced and explored by a group
of readers (Taboada et al., 2009). Extrinsic motivation, in the context of literacy, can
be drawn from societal influences (the desire to identify as a reader or connect with

a specific group of people) or more concrete rewards established using behavior
management strategies or evaluation/grades (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Purposeful
collaboration between the school, home, and community environments allows
appropriate sources of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation to be present in any context.

In addition to motivation, true joy from literature cannot be instilled without genuine
engagement. Students need access to books that spark their curiosity, create
connections to what they find familiar, and introduce them to new and exciting
people, places, or ideas. Research has identified several ways to promote literacy
engagement:

e Using effective teaching strategies, especially with children who are learning to
read, is critical for creating engaged readers. This is because students who feel
successful as readers are mostly likely to engage with text (Guthrie & Wigfield,
2000).

e Allowing students to select what they want to read, as well as providing them
with books that align to their areas of interest and reading ability, prompts greater
engagement and autonomy (Clark & Rumbold, 2006).

 Promoting and modeling reading for pleasure in the home and classroom
encourages children to do the same (Baker & Scher, 2002). Children form beliefs
and interests from watching adults. Having good examples of engaged readers
around them helps cultivate their own positive relationship with books.
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Engagement strategies don't just serve as a pathway to a positive relationship with

literacy. The engagement has larger benefits as well. Children engaged in learning

have better attendance, higher college and career readiness, and better graduation
rates, and they are less likely to drop out of school (Rumberger et al.,, 2017).

Connecting children to people with diverse backgrounds, broad perspectives, and
unique careers encourages them to develop a more representative worldview. When
this is done in tandem with literacy engagement, as with the R.E.A.L. mentors, children
also benefit from seeing how books and a positive relationship with literacy can be
far-reaching and unifying—into adulthood. These experiences and interpersonal
connections allow children and adults alike to associate literacy with joy and foster
motivation and engagement within the context of literacy. This is especially important
because, as students move into higher grades, the text becomes the backbone of
how new knowledge is acquired.

EQUITY AND BELONGING

In her book Unearthing Joy, Gholdy Muhammad states that "Equity is teaching and
learning that is centered on justice, liberation, truth, and freedom” (Muhammad, 2023,
p. 33). The context and source of this quote are particularly fitting for two reasons:
first, because becoming a proficient reader is considered by most to be a civil right;
and second, because literature itself often serves as a platform for promoting equity.
Said another way, both learning to read and the act of reading are both historically and
academically tied to equity.

For children, equity through literacy can be promoted in several ways. Instruction

can be delivered in a way that intentionally celebrates every child’s cultural heritage,
individuality, and difference. Literacy instruction also provides opportunities for
students to learn about their own identity alongside the identities of others, building
empathy and understanding. Research also shows that using diverse reading activities
increases background knowledge and reading outcomes for students (Worthy & Roser,
2010; Guthrie, 2008).
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While text and literacy can promote equity by introducing readers to a wider and
more diverse set of content and situations than they may encounter in everyday life,
they can also be used to promote a sense of belonging within the smaller context of
a classroom. Literature can help children develop their cultural identity by providing
positive representations of their culture and strengthening their self-identity. In turn,
literature can also help children understand and appreciate other cultures, which

can reduce negative stereotypes (Al-Hazza & Bucher, 2008). Over time, traits like a
positive racial identity and a sense of belonging have also been associated with higher
academic motivation and resilience (Butler-Barnes et al., 2018).

Through text selection alone, R.E.A.L. can promote diverse perspectives and increase
cultural awareness by using a highly varied collection of books for the read-aloud.
Allowing children to then take these books home expands their impact further, making
a wide range of stories and cultural perspectives available to the whole family. The
titles selected for use within R.E.A.L. are curated based on the developmental needs of
a child, whether they are in preschool or a proficient reader in eighth grade. The result
of this work is a list of titles that promotes diversity, equity, and belonging in a way that
is relevant for children, regardless of age.

Figure 5. Example of a book title used within the R.E.A.L. program
that promotes women and the value of role models.

SIADNG Standing on Her Shoulders: NONFICTION
Written by Monica Clark-Robinson, kHOMnge
illustrated by Laura Freeman of women'’s
contributions
. This book showcases the achievements and to society
& v contributions of women throughout history and today. ¢ Role models
~ The diverse role models will encourage readers to look
:-a ' :‘. ahead to the future.

My biggest joy is introducing culturally responsive books to all students. | love it when
all students can see themselves in the books they are reading.
Janet Bertrand, an assistant principal using R.E.A.L. in Veterans Park Elementary, Kentucky
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WELL-BEING

The classroom setting provides a unique opportunity to nurture the social, emotional,
and mental well-being of children through literacy. This can be done by providing
instruction and leadership rooted in a deep understanding of the biological and
physiological processes that are related to learning and development.

In a brief published by the Center for Responsive Schools, language instruction was
found to be one of the most important and effective areas for improving social,
mental, and emotional well-being. Dresser (2013) argues that "A cognitive-only
approach to teaching language arts is fundamentally incomplete because addressing
students’ emotional needs and being responsive to their needs as individuals is

an essential prerequisite to their comprehension of the material.” This point was
expanded on by Schlund (2019), who explained that “Literacy, in particular, provides
rich opportunities for reflecting on the connections between our thoughts, feelings,
and actions; taking on someone else’s perspective; and using language and writing to
navigate social dynamics and build relationships.”

CASEL (2020) has operationalized these sentiments by identifying five key areas that
represent social and emotional competence. Students must build skills in each of
these categories, as well as general literacy ability, to fully comprehend and connect
with text:

1. Self-awareness: The ability to understand one’'s own emotions, thoughts, and
values and how they influence behavior across contexts

2. Self-management: The ability to manage one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors
effectively in different situations and to achieve goals and aspirations

3. Social awareness: The ability to understand the perspectives of, and empathize
with, others, including those from diverse backgrounds, cultures, and contexts

4. Relationship skills: The ability to establish and maintain healthy and supportive
relationships and to effectively navigate settings with diverse individuals and
groups

5. Responsible decision-making: Making caring and constructive choices about
personal behavior and social interactions across diverse situations
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R.E.A.L. promotes well-being, social skills, and emotional competency by providing
meaningful opportunities for children to connect with members of their community.
This not only offers a fun and exciting shift in the day-to-day pattern of the classroom
but also allows children to communicate and learn important social skills through
literacy-modeling and authentic conversations with the volunteer mentors. The richly
diverse and thoughtful library of texts included in R.E.A.L. further entrench feelings

of well-being, offering a depth of variety that ensures every child feels represented
and included. In addition, the Mentor Guides and Family Guides provide numerous
activities and opportunities for social interaction, emotional development, and text-
to-self connections.

The R.E.A.L. program has shifted the culture in the classroom. The volunteers bring
fresh energy, patience, and enthusiasm to our school. Our students enjoy the read-
alouds and the teachers enjoy a break, which helps manage burnout.

Phyllis McKissack, a family resource coordinator using R.E.A.L. in

Harrison Elementary, Kentucky
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CONCLUSION

Each section of research described above connects with a component of the
Scholastic R.E.A.L. program:

e R.E.AL. provides a direct path for adults to model a positive interaction with text
and literacy as well as participate in mentorship, allowing adults and children to
connect, share new and diverse experiences with each other, and build a positive
relationship with literacy. This work is supported by the high-quality books and
Mentor Guides within the program.

« R.E.AL encourages family engagement by providing the take-home texts as part
of the program, building home libraries, increasing access to text, and supporting
caregiver involvement via the Family Guides.

« R.E.AL promotes literacy skills by deepening a children’s understanding of a
book through the read-aloud and book discussion. Following these structured
sessions, children can revisit the text to practice these skills repeatedly with their
take-home book.

e R.E.AL connects joy and literacy for adults and children alike. Positive experiences
with literacy are provided through the R.E.A.L. read-alouds by using diverse and
representative stories, increasing engagement, and motivating children to connect
with text.

e R.E.AL fosters feelings of belonging and well-being by emphasizing and
honoring the qualities that make each child unique. The diverse and culturally
responsive texts provided by the R.E.A.L. program also help to promote equity by
validating each child’s individual identity and reducing
negative stereotypes.

This rigorous research base serves as a firm foundation for the Scholastic R.E.A.L.
program. However, R.E.A.L. is able to take these findings one step further by providing
a structured program and process that schools and communities can use to put this
research into practice. Implementation supports students in expanding their home
libraries, increasing their feeling of belonging and connection with the school, and
maximizing the positive partnerships they have with literacy through the mentors and
their community.
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