
 
LESSONS LEARNED 

 
The Idaho Commission for Libraries started the Read to Me program in 1997 to assist parents and 
caregivers in nurturing their children’s early literacy skills and help children develop as independent 
readers and become lifelong learners. The program has been funded with a combination of federal, 
private and state funds. The program has three main components: outreach, professional 
development, and public information. Here’s a summary of some of the lessons we’ve learned. 
 
 Use an outside evaluator if possible. We have contracted with a literacy professor at Boise 
State University’s Center for School Improvement for the past three years and it’s been the best 
money we’ve ever spent. Dr. Stewart has testified at Idaho House and Senate Education committee 
meetings, and presented results to Idaho’s First Lady, our board, and other stakeholders. He is now a 
big advocate for libraries and his data shows we are making a difference. Libraries are doing so much 
for Idaho families and we’re doing it with less funding than many other educational programs. He 
helps develop sound evaluation tools and sorts through mounds of data to help us continuously 
improve our programs.   

 Provide outreach options for all sizes of libraries. We offer a “buffet” of outreach options that 
are fairly easy for libraries of all sizes to participate in without doing a lot of grant management or 
getting in over their heads. Our programs provide materials, not funds, to support outreach efforts.   

 Utilize multiple funding sources. Using private and state funds, in addition to LSTA, has helped us 
pilot new projects while sustaining our professional development and public information plans.  

 Partnerships are key. All of our outreach programs require a partner on the local level and that 
has also been a key in sustaining those programs and reaching the intended audience. Our partners on 
the state level, including Idaho Public Television, the Governor’s Office, and the State Department 
of Education have also provided support for the program and helped us broaden our reach. 
 
 Provide quality support materials. Idaho public and school librarians consistently cite the free 
support materials as a big benefit of the statewide project. We have some nice “Literacy on the Go” 
and music and rhymes for babies booklets that fit in purses and diaper bags.  
 
 Keep the message consistent. By sticking with a consistent focus and institutionalizing the 
language of the six early literacy skills, we’ve been able to build understanding and support for our 
programs over the years. Librarians are the key to advancing early literacy statewide and other 
educational leaders are beginning to realize the potential of partnerships with the Commission and 
public libraries.     
 
 Keep working on challenges. A lack of funding on the local level continues to be a challenge in 
implementing and sustaining early literacy programs. We would like to find better ways to incorporate 
elementary school librarians into the Read to Me program. We’d like to continue to share early 
literacy information with families who “graduate” from our programs. We’d like to explore virtual 
field trips, early literacy modules on ebranch sites, enewsletters for parents, and more online 
training options. We’d like to do a better job showing the impact libraries make in children’s 
education. We are always looking for good bilingual resources and program ideas. And our biggest 
challenge is that we’re still not getting as many underserved families into our libraries as we’d like.   
 


