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Introduction

Summer Reading Programs are core children’s programs of longstanding that are offered in libraries across Canada and the United States. This annual reading motivation initiative is designed to create and sustain the interest and participation of children in books and reading throughout the summer months. Hamilton Public Library’s Summer Reading Program (SRP) strives annually to meet the following goals: 

1. Stimulate and encourage a love of reading among children, including those with reading difficulties

2. Assist those interested in maintaining their reading levels over the summer

3. Improve children’s ability to communicate about literature through oral or written book reports

4. Improve staff knowledge of children’s reading interests
HPL’s Summer Reading Program has four main streams:

· Storybook Club – Children aged 6 and under read with their parents and come to the library together to talk about what they have read.

· Summer Reading Club – Children aged 6-12 read on their own and come to the library to report orally on their books or to drop off a written report.

· Teen Reading Club – Teens aged 12-18 read on their own and come to the library to drop off written report forms about their books.  

· Reading Buddies – Children aged 6-12 who have difficulty reading or are reluctant readers are paired with a volunteer who helps them practice their reading.  This summer, a new subsidiary of the Reading Buddies program was offered to children for whom English is a second language.  The Enjoy Summer Learning (ESL) program functions like Reading Buddies, but that the focus is on improving English literacy and communication skills in general
In order to gauge the effectiveness of their Summer Reading Program, Hamilton Public Library set aside funding to hire a recent Masters of Library and Information Science graduate to evaluate the achievement of the program’s main objectives, and to assess how well the program is meeting the needs of the Hamilton community. This report provides a review of the literature on this topic, discusses the methodology used in data collection, reports on the findings of the study and offers several key recommendations to the Board.

Background to Study: What the Research Tells Us


Existing research on the impact of public library summer reading programs has largely focused on the results of students on standardized literacy tests before and after their participation in such a program.  Studies such as “Summer Learning and the Effects of Schooling” by Barbara Heyns (1976), “The Effect of Summer Reading Program Participation on the Retention of Reading Skills”  by Vivian Carter (1988) and others by Howes (1986), Robbins and Thompson (1989), Markey (2002) and Doleman (2003), have demonstrated that reading over the summer effectively stems the so-called ‘summer setback’ in literacy skills that many students experience between June and September. (Refer to annotated bibliography for synopses of these and other major studies).  In most of these studies, students’ scores on standardized tests such as the Gates McGinitie test and the Schonell word recognition test were measured before and after their participation in a public library summer reading program; most of the programs mentioned in the research operate according to the same read-and-report structure as HPL’s.  These studies found that, while the scores of children in a control group who did not participate in a library reading program were often lower on the post-test, scores of children in the participant group were typically maintained or even improved.  Furthermore, children who participated in reading programs over the summer appear to experience literacy maintenance or improvement regardless of age (Doleman, Carter, Markey), gender (Heyns, Carter, Doleman) or socio-economic status (Heyns).  


This type of pre-test, post-test element was not incorporated into Hamilton Public Library’s study for several reasons.  From a strictly pragmatic standpoint, the temporal and financial limitations of the study were simply prohibitive to an undertaking of this nature.  Furthermore, because there are a number of studies that evaluate reading programs’ success from a strictly quantitative or output standpoint, but few that examine success from a more qualitative or outcome-based standpoint, the decision was made to focus on collecting descriptive statistics and anecdotal data.  While the pre-test, post-test element is thus absent from the HPL study, there is every reason to believe that existing studies of this nature present data that are transferable to an HPL context.  Most studies that use standardized tests to measure the impact of library reading programs on student achievement concern read-and-report style programs very similar to those offered by Hamilton Public Library.  Furthermore, the tests that are often used to measure student achievement (Gates-McGinitie, Schonell, etc.) are frequently used in a Canadian context, thereby eliminating any chance of potential American bias in the findings of these studies.  These fundamental similarities suggest that if a pre-test, post-test study were conducted based on the impact of HPL’s SRP, the results would be markedly similar to those yielded by extant studies.


Although they are relatively rare, evaluative studies of public library summer reading programs using descriptive statistics do exist.  One such study was conducted by the Evaluation and Training Institute on behalf of the County of Los Angeles Public Library system (2001); this study involved similar stakeholder groups and data collection methods as the present research and generally served as a very useful model for many aspects of the HPL study.  Ellen Fader or Multnomah County Library in Oregon has also recently attempted an evaluative study of this nature on their summer reading program.  While not altogether unique, then, HPL’s study does add significantly to what is, in general, a rather scant body of descriptive research on the effectiveness of library summer reading programs.  For more detailed information about the results of the literature review, refer to the Comprehensive Report or the HPL Summer Reading Research Annotated Bibliography.

Method  
Data Collection

A total of ten stakeholder groups were consulted in this study: Summer Reading Club/Storybook Club participants, SRC/SBC participant parents, Teen Reading Club participants, Reading Buddies participants, Reading Buddies volunteers, educators in Hamilton schools, HPL branch managers, HPL branch staff (with youth services responsibilities), Summer Literacy Workers, and new Canadians.  Due to the number and diversity of groups, a variety of data collection methods were employed, most notably interviews, surveys and focus groups.  All told, a total of 723 individuals took part in this study.

Sampling


Three different sampling techniques were employed in this study.  Theoretical sampling was used to ensure diversity of location and Board affiliation in the schools as well as to ensure diversity of size, location and pre-amalgamation area in the branch libraries at which the interviews were conducted.  Purposeful sampling was used in selecting the branches at which focus groups were to be conducted, since running the Reading Buddies focus groups in locations where this program is well established enabled easier recruitment of participants.  Likewise, purposeful sampling was used for the new Canadians focus groups, since there are only four branches system-wide with regular SWISH workers (who were needed for translation purposes).  Ultimately, the study relied most heavily on convenience sampling, since in every case, it was up to the individual as to whether they decided to participate in the research or not.

Data and Results

The table below summarizes some of the most immediately relevant data collected in this study: that which pertains to the program’s success in meeting its pre-established goals.  The statistical figures represent how many people in each group of stakeholders gave affirmative answers to questions regarding whether the program is, in their view or experience, fulfilling each goal.  Note that some groups were not asked certain questions because it was presumed that they would not have the information to respond or that their response was intuitive.  For more detail regarding any of this data, please refer to the Comprehensive Report, Quantitative Findings document and/or Qualitative Responses document.  

Is the Summer Reading Program Meeting Its Goals?  Affirmative Responses

	
	The SRP stimulates and encourages a love of reading in children
	The SRP assists children in [at least] maintaining their literacy skills over the summer
	The SRP helps children to develop their communication abilities in relation to literature
	The SRP improves staff knowledge of children’s reading interests

	Parents
	83.7% (118/141)
	89.4% (126/141)
	90.1% (127/141)
	---

	SRC participants
	84.6% (220/260)
	---
	---
	---

	TRC participants
	81.8% (18/22)
	95.5% (21/22)
	---
	---

	RB participants¹
	89.1% (41/46)
	95.7% (44/46)
	73.9% (34/46)
	---

	RB volunteers¹
	81.1% (43/53)
	83.0% (44/53)
	88.7% (47/53)
	---

	Teachers
	85.7% (60/70)
	88.6% (62/70)
	77.1% (54/70)
	---

	Branch managers
	---
	---
	83.3% (6/7)
	66.7% (4/6)

	Branch staff
	---
	---
	84.7% (22/26)
	65.4% (17/26)

	Summer  workers²
	91.7% (24/26)
	100% (23/23)
	100.0% (26/26)
	100.0% (26/26)

	New Canadians³
	100% (consensus)
	100% (consensus)
	100% (consensus)
	---


¹In these focus groups, some data was collected via ‘show-of-hands’ counts; figures therefore reflect individual opinion

²Because not all summer workers would have had the opportunity to observe certain things due to differences in individual responsibilities vis a vis the program, these results refer to the respondents who indicated that they had had the opportunity to make such observations.

³In these focus groups, data collected was exclusively qualitative; figures reflect group consensus rather than individual opinion.  As well, some questions were posed in terms of library programs in general, since not all participants had experience with the SRP.

Principal Findings

“My kid is more excited to read now.  He doesn’t just say ‘reading is boring’ like when he first came in.  He sees that some books are funny or interesting and he actually wants to read them.” (Reading Buddies volunteer, Central library)

There is tremendous support for the idea that the Summer Reading Program encourages the enjoyment of reading in children.  In every group to which a question of this nature was posed, over 80% of respondents agreed that the program does have this effect.  Clearly, HPL’s SRP is successful in meeting its first goal.

“I work with students at different grade levels, so I’ll often see the same ones several years in a row.  Every fall, there is a definite difference in skills between those who have read and visited the library over the summer and those who have not.” (Educator, Hamilton Wentworth Board of Education)

There can be no doubt, based on the above data, that the HPL SRP is assisting children in maintaining their reading skills over the summer.  In every group to which a question of this nature was posed, over 80% of respondents agreed that the program does have this effect – in many cases over 95% of the respondents agreed, with many noting that the program does not only maintain but actually improves skills!  It is evident that the Summer Reading Program helps to stem summertime reading regression in participating children.

“Kids are excited and want to share [their reading] and this club opens up the door to parental encouragement, mutual communication about books and so on!” (Parent, Mount Hope library)

There is very solid support for the idea that the Summer Reading Program assists in improving children’s communication abilities in relation to literature.  In every group to which a question of this nature was posed, between 70 and 100% of respondents agreed that the club has a direct, positive impact in this area.  It certainly appears that the SRP is helping to improve children’s willingness and ability to talk or write about what they read.

“Not only this year, but over the past three years [in this job], my understanding of children’s reading interests has been greatly changed and expanded.  I now have a greater understanding of what they like and why.” (Summer Literacy Worker, HPL)

Regarding the impact of involvement with the club on staff knowledge of children’s literature, the data suggests that about a third of permanent library staff and managers do not feel that the club contributes to their knowledge any more than their day to day work does. The Summer Literacy Workers, however, were unanimous in stating that their knowledge in this area has been improved tremendously, suggesting that the club is fulfilling its fourth goal particularly well for individuals who have little prior knowledge of children’s reading interests and who are most directly involved with the day-to-day operation of the club.

“The program here is beautiful.  It is beautiful.  I like it a lot!” (New Canadian parent, Red Hill library)

Overall, it is abundantly clear that Hamilton Public Library’s Summer Reading Club is a highly successful program that is, in the minds of its stakeholders, accomplishing precisely what it intends to do.  If proof that the club is accomplishing its goals were not enough, there is further evidence that the club is meeting the needs of its community. 100.0% of parents and teachers said they believed there were significant educational and recreational benefits to the club, and many reported, unprompted, that the club also contributed to children’s self-esteem and facilitated positive social interaction.  93.5% of children in the SRC reported being completely happy with the club this summer, and of those children who had joined previously, 97.5% said it was as good or better in 2004 than it has ever been.  100.0% Teens reported being satisfied or very satisfied with various aspects of the TRC including prizes, reporting forms, theme, programs and contests.  An abundance of comments from members of all groups involved in the study speak to their general appreciation of and satisfaction with Hamilton Public Library’s Summer Reading Program.

Secondary Findings

While the primary purpose of the research was to evaluate the success of Hamilton Public Library’s Summer Reading Program in terms of its four pre-established goals, data collected over the course of the study also led to a number of secondary findings that may prove useful to the library now or in the future.  A complete and detailed list of the secondary findings of this study is available in the Comprehensive Report; one can also refer to the Quantitative Findings document and/or Qualitative Responses document for additional information. Summarized, some of the key secondary findings are as follows:

Advertising – HPL’s multi-faceted advertising campaign for the Summer Reading Program appears to be effective.  More children learn about the program through school visits (54.2% of children in the SRC and 45.2% of children in Reading Buddies) than any other way.  For teens and parents, in-branch advertising (posters, flyers, etc.) is most effective, with 40.9% of teens and 55.3% of parents learning about the program this way.

Incentives – Incentives were shown to be definite motivators for children in the program.  85.8% of parents said that this year’s prizes had a motivating impact on their children and 100.0% of Summer Literacy Workers who listened to children’s reports and distributed the prizes said that the incentives appeared to be a strong motivator for the majority of children at their branch.  Among SRC participants themselves, 52.7% ranked prizes as the thing they liked best about the program.

New Canadian uses of the library – Among a number of unexpected and exciting findings emanating primarily from the new Canadians focus groups was the fact that many ESL families use the library as a safe environment in which adults and children alike can practice their English skills without fear of ridicule.  Another recurring theme of these focus groups was that the library is an institution that not only helps newcomers adapt to a Canadian culture and lifestyle, but also keeps them literally and metaphorically in touch with their native lands and languages.

Children’s library use beyond the SRP – Children were asked about whether they used the library for other reasons in addition to SRP participation.  Their responses show that 93.1% take out materials, 56.2% attend library programs (including non-SRP-related programs), 36.9% use the computers, 5.0% do homework, 7.7% meet or hang out with friends and 7.7% use the library for other reasons.  Evidently, children in the SRP are also aware of what the library has to offer beyond this program.

Recommendations


Based on the data collected, there are several recommendations which the researcher wishes to make to the Hamilton Public Library Board regarding their Summer Reading Program.

1) Continue providing generous and timely funding and support for the Summer Reading Program, including all its streams and related activities, at each branch of Hamilton Public Library system.

2) Consider funding future research to investigate some of the intriguing questions that emerged from this study (refer to Comprehensive Report for specific questions) and consider hiring MLIS co-op students or recent graduates to conduct any future research.

3) Consider incorporating advertising and programming strategies that will ensure that the program continues to be accessible to all children in the community (Refer to Comprehensive Report for specific strategies.)
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