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Defying the odds, Clay County builds reading program, and scores zo
By Amy Wilson 
By the end of five years, the CATS scores in Clay County elementary schools had moved from the 1999 level of 65.07 to 81.36. 
Volunteers line up. In the meantime, back at the school district, Adams was working every angle for every dollar out there.
There was Read to Achieve money, state lottery funds to the tune of $60,000 per school; a Reading First federal grant of $170,000 and Title I money (funds specified by Congress for educationally deprived, at-risk children). There was a Foster Grandparent program that provided four schools with “grannies” to read to children to help them meet their goals. There were Save the Children book donations totaling almost $100,000 and Save the Children volunteers that, in just two years, have served 425 kids in after-school and summer school programs.

AmeriCorps volunteers in Eastern Kentucky University’s College of Education program have been in the Clay County schools (as well as many other at-risk districts) for 14 years.  “We provide training for reading tutors,” says Nancy Thames, EKU’s SERV Corps program director, “but Clay County schools provides more. Each of the volunteers is from Clay County. They are serving their own community.”So far, the AmeriCorps volunteers have put in 51,000 hours working with individual children on reading.

The U.S. Department of Education’s Even Start family literacy program partnerships have been tapped to help teach teen mothers how to read to their babies, even how to interact with their toddlers through the use of books.

Some of these programs are administered through the Clay County public library, whose own partnership with the schools began when Donna Gillahan, assistant director of children and youth services for the Clay County Public Library, kept approaching school librarians offering her help and local resources until, one day, Horse Creek Elementary’s Beth White (the same librarian who first listened to Virginia Alley and her dad talk about the reading celebration idea) invited her in.

The result: Gillahan went from zero presence in the school 10 years ago to being in the schools two to three times a day. Ten years ago, the public library’s summer reading initiative had eight programs; today, it has 233.The outside money coming into the schools is substantial. The total comes to about $6.5 million in grants per year. By the end of eight years, the CATS scores for the elementary school kids in Clay County averaged 94.5.

Reading takes root…….The Reading Celebration now draws a dozen Kentucky authors for book signings. It transforms an entire elementary school into a medieval castle filled with 24-foot dragons or New York City complete with traffic or Oz or 1950s America or Rupp Arena, for that matter, all to entice children into the world of books.  It takes a gymnasium and fills it with screaming children pointing excitedly at the the monster-size charts that document the reading scores of each elementary school in the district and their steady progress over the years. It provokes this testimonial in the Goose Rock Elementary hallway during the festival last May: The Davidson boys — Payton, 7, and Jacob, 8 — come home from school “and instead of watching TV,” says their father, George, “they grab a book and start reading.” Last Christmas, Jacob, then a second grader, asked for a collectors’ set of the Magic Tree House books. He is now reading at the sixth-grade level. He was honored at the festival for his “book points,” which are carefully totaled throughout the year and plotted on the wall chart being hoisted at the celebration.

In 1999, only seven of Clay County’s elementary school children read well enough to be honored for reaching a goal of 300 accelerated reading points. Virginia Alley was one of those readers. At last May’s celebration, the number of readers celebrated for meeting their accelerated reading goals in Clay County elementary schools: 1,600. The budget of the 10th annual Reading Celebration was $10,000, all of it donated. 
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Pat Burchell, director of Clay County Adult Education, says she now uses the Reading Celebration “as a recruitment tool.” 

More adult learners have gotten a GED in each of the past eight years, and she thinks it’s because some adults want their children to be proud of them. Burchell has gone so far as to ask two factories in town if there are materials she could bring in or programs she could introduce at the workplace.

Walk through the only Wal-Mart in Clay County, and the scant book department is still scant. But almost any hour or any of the 24 hours the store is open, a Reading Celebration T-shirt is on somebody, reminding them where they are and what this county is starting to stand for.

“Everybody in the community has come to realize that unless our literacy rate changes,” says Karen Lawson, “nothing changes.”

By 2007, Clay County’s elementary CATS reading scores stood at 100.93.  Adams had hoped to crack 100 by 2014. Other CATS scores had also grown, with the overall academic index for Clay County elementary schools almost doubling, from 50.7 to 100.7 between 1999 and 2007. 

Goin’ home to read’….There is more good news. Discipline problems are down in the elementary schools and, more remarkably, in the middle schools. Teacher morale, says Adams, is sky high.  “I knew we are capable of doing better,” he says, “but didn’t know we were this good.” He smiles, but not for long. It’s about to get harder. Better scores have made it hard to get new funding. “We’re not asking for money to save our lives anymore.” They’re just asking to breathe deeper.
Adams’ latest goal is to take on math with the same fervor that everyone took on reading.  “What am I going to do for money?” he says now. He has buses driving 1.2 million miles a year to nine far-flung schools and “I got a $600,000 fuel budget.”  And the more money he must allocate to fuel, the less discretionary money he has for things that no federal or state program sees fit to fund.

For example, Adams used to feed everyone in the school breakfast, regardless of need. He’d like to reinstate that sometime in the future because he thinks it made a difference in students’ ability to concentrate and focus early in the morning.

Further, federal special education money has evaporated now that more children in the county are introduced to reading concepts at much younger ages. (They are thus not behind their peers when they enter first grade.)

Harder for Adams is the realization that the middle school scores, while rising in reading, are nowhere near where he’d like them. There are still so many obstacles to overcome.

Last May, in the back parking lot of Goose Rock Elementary School, a school van pulls up and Save the Children volunteers begin handing out some of more than 37,000 books they have given to the children of Clay County. Children race to grab what’s offered. You’d think it was the ice cream truck.
Earlier, when she was donating money to the reading celebration, Clay County District Judge Henria Bailey Lewis explained, “I think a lot of our children never get to leave our county. Through books, they get to go anywhere.”

Slightly disheveled, Billy Aaron Haggard, 8, comes away from the van struggling under the weight of Stranger in the Woods, Bats, Horrible Henry and the Headless Ghost, Smile If You’re Human, Cam Jansen and the Birthday Mystery and Knights and Castles.

Asked where he was going with all those books, he looked at the questioner with something approaching incredulity.

He was, he said, “goin’ home to read.” 

5-2


