Get 'Em When They're Young!
Catherine S. Fischer, Hennepin County Library


GENESIS

The Children's Readmobile is a service provided by the Hennepin County Library System, which serves the suburban portion of the county surrounding the city of Minneapolis, Minnesota.  The System is currently composed of 26 library buildings, the Children’s Readmobile, and the eLibrary, with a total circulation of over 10.6 million in 2000.  The County's population was slightly over 1.2 million in 2000, with 382,000 of those residents living in the core city of Minneapolis.

The Children's Readmobile had its genesis in 1988, when the library's single Bookmobile had a break in its schedule.  A pilot project was developed during that year which served 43 family childcare homes in the suburb of Brooklyn Park, providing the caregivers and the children with library materials and storytimes once a month from the Bookmobile.  The service won an Outstanding Achievement Award from the National Association of Counties in 1989, and was the model for the current Children's Readmobile service.  

In 1989, The Library Foundation of Hennepin County, which was established in 1986 to provide support for the Hennepin County Library System, was looking for an initial high visibility project for which to raise money.  The Bookmobile Librarian and Hennepin County Library's Children's Services Coordinator suggested an emergent literacy project, which would raise funds to purchase a bookmobile to provide the type of service to family child care providers that had been provided by the Readmobile Pilot Project in 1988.

In early 1990, The Library Foundation’s Board of Directors made the "Bookmobile Service to Family Day Care: Emergent Literacy Proposal" its top funding priority, and by September 1990, had "raised the funds required to purchase a children's bookmobile and the books, materials and equipment needed to provide library service to group and family child care providers."
  Major financial partners were the Star Tribune (the local Minneapolis newspaper), which contributed $100,000; the Dayton Hudson Foundation on behalf of Dayton's and Target stores, and the McKnight Foundation, each of which contributed $35,000; and Northwestern National Life Insurance Company, which donated $20,000.  In addition, enough pledges and cash were received from several other corporate foundations, wealthy individuals, and service clubs to bring the total to $279,000.  The money was earmarked for purchase of a vehicle, books and other materials, a computer, a professionally conducted evaluation, and one year's salary for a librarian/educator.

INITIAL PROGRAM PARAMETERS:

It was decided that the program would be built emphasizing the following parameters:

Service would be provided to pre-school children from families with incomes at or below the poverty level.  

The program was based on research that demonstrated the importance of the earliest years of childhood in the development of emergent literacy or pre-reading skills which provide the foundation for learning to read and later academic achievement.  A truly "preventive illiteracy" program, it "sought to reach children and families who are particularly vulnerable to the social trends which interfere with early childhood development."
  The program focused on encouraging reading to even the youngest child and provided books and other library materials, story telling, and puppets, all designed to "enhance language development, pre-reading skills, creativity, cognitive development, and school readiness".

Support, information/education, and resources would be provided for the child care providers and the children's parents.

The program addressed the isolation of the child care provider and the transportation and economic limitations shared by the parents and child care providers alike.  The Readmobile was expected to serve as a link to other community services and staff for the child care providers and the children's parents.

The specifics of the program were as follows:

The program was a cooperative service of the Hennepin County Library System and the Minneapolis Public Library and Information Center.  It provided service one day per week in the city of Minneapolis, and four days per week in the Northwest area of suburban Hennepin County.  In reality, this limited the service to the north part of the city of Minneapolis, and to the 15 cities served by the Northwest Human Services Council of suburban Hennepin County, one of the partners in developing the service.

Group and family childcare providers in the Northwest Human Services Area were sent a letter asking if they wanted Readmobile service.  This area was chosen because it had, and still has, the greatest number of licensed, contract family child care providers in Hennepin County.  The providers were licensed through the Hennepin County Family Day Care Unit and were contracted through Hennepin County Social Services to provide subsidized child care.  It was expected that there would be two stops a month at each home.

Service to 70 child care homes was begun in May 1991.  Thorson Family Resource Center, a publicly supported agency providing child care and family services such as Early Childhood Family Education, Early Childhood Special Education, Women Infants and Children (a nutrition program), and prekindergarten programs, also received service.  All sites were visited twice a month.  Each time the Readmobile visited, children enjoyed a storytime and checked out books, audiocassettes, magazines and puppets.  In addition, the staff worked with the child care providers and Thorson staff to model storytime techniques, and to fill their reference and reader's advisory requests.    

VEHICLE SPECIFICATIONS

In October 1990, a contract was awarded to Barth, Inc., of Milford, Indiana, for purchase of a vehicle.  The total cost for the vehicle was $62,946 ($125,010 Australian), $40,425 ($80,284 Aus.) of which was actual automotive cost and the rest of which was for non-automotive customization of the vehicle.   The total initial budget for the project was $109,200 ($216,871 Aus.).  This included $46,300 ($91,951 Aus.) for a collection of about 8,400 items: 6400 picture books, 1000 adult paperbacks, 350 audio cassettes, and 600 book/cassette sets.   About 2,400 of the items were considered a “backup” collection to supplement the collection that was actually on the vehicle and to replace items that were in circulation.   

The vehicle is 25 feet long (7.62 meters), with 18 feet, 7 inches (5.64 meters) behind the driver and has a wheel base of 158.5 inches (402.59 centimeters).  It weighs 14,500 pounds. The chassis is a Chevrolet 454 gasoline V-8 engine. Other specifications include a turbohydramatic three speed transmission with cooler, power assist steering, power disc brakes, independent front suspension, heater and defroster, tinted heat-absorbing safety glass, adjustable driver’s seat and two companion seats with head and arm rests and seat belts, a backup alarm, undercoating, and an automotive air conditioner. The interior height is 82 inches (208 centimeters), and the fuel capacity is 60 gallons (227 liters).  The vehicle has one curbside door, with two windows and a two-step stepwell.  The generator is an Onan 7000 watt with a remote start feature.  Other features include an AM/FM radio, two interior and two exterior speakers, two telephone jacks, and a 36 foot shore cord with an additional 36 foot extension.

Equipment and technology for circulation of items has changed over the ten years that the Readmobile has been in service.  Currently, HCL uses epixTech’s Dynix online catalog, which is  available on the Readmobile.  CDPD (Cellular Digital Packet Data) technology provides reliable and fast telecommunications, and we also have a backup system, PC Reliance, a program provided by Dynix which allows us to check out materials when online access is not available. Equipment includes an NEC monitor, a laser and a cellular telephone.

STAFFING

Overall management responsibility for the Readmobile rests with a Principal Librarian who also manages six library buildings; and is staffed by a .5 FTE Youth Services Librarian; a .6 FTE Associate Librarian; a .2 FTE Associate Librarian; and a .8 FTE Office Specialist III. 


The Youth Services Librarian manages the program’s daily operations, supervises three of the other staff members, and is responsible for overall maintenance of the vehicle.  She is the direct contact with staff of the site programs and responds to requests for service from them as well as from child care providers, is responsible for overall management of the materials collection, and provides direct public service in the form of storytimes to several of the institutions.

Two Associate Librarians provide direct public service to child care provider sites, through storytimes and reader's advisory and reference assistance to both children and adults, and are responsible for daily maintenance of the collection.  They also drive the vehicle.

The Office Specialist III checks out and shelves materials, provides support for direct public service activities by processing materials, weeding materials for condition, merchandising materials, and writing trip directions. The OS III also schedules vehicle maintenance and drives the vehicle.
EVALUATION         
Within the first year and a half of service two evaluations were conducted to help determine the effectiveness of the Readmobile program.  The first was a questionnaire which was developed and administered by library staff and was used with child care providers after they had received the service for six months.  They were asked two questions about what they and the children liked best about the Readmobile visits.  Of course this elicited many subjective responses, but enough were similar to constitute several themes.  Many providers mentioned how the Readmobile visits were something to look forward to, a highlight in the day.  Some providers specifically liked the library exposure for their child care children.  The convenience of the Readmobile was often mentioned, how it saved time for the provider and was safer than attempting to bring the children to the library.  Most providers could not take their groups to the library due to transportation difficulties.  Providers also appreciated another adult reading to their group during storytime on the Readmobile.  

The children liked storytime and the freedom to choose books almost equally.  Everything about storytime appealed to them, from the staff to the books to the fingerplays to the flannelboard pieces.  Selecting and checking out books was also a pleasure for the children, making them feel independent and grown up.  Providers noted how the children became proudly possessive of the books they had selected.  

When providers were asked what changes they would suggest for future Readmobile service, 43% couldn't suggest any changes, and 32% suggested schedule changes such as visiting later in the day, not in the winter, and not at nap time.

When asked "If the Readmobile stopped coming, would you go to your public library for: yourself, your family, books to read to your child care children, or books to help you with child care", 81% said they would go for themselves, 68% said they would go for their family, 81% said they would go for books to read to the children in their child care, 60% would go for books to help them with child care.  They also indicated that they would visit the library much less frequently than the Readmobile visited.  85% of the providers said that they had learned new activities during the Readmobile's visits that they now used with the children in their care.  These included new stories and books, new songs and fingerplays, and other ideas or materials.

Funding was provided to conduct a research/evaluation study during the first year of the Readmobile's operation.  The purpose of the study was to provide hard information on which to base expansion of the service to other group and family childcare providers. The study was to be anonymous and confidential; it was not to be used to evaluate childcare providers, but rather to asses the value of the program.  

This evaluation was conducted from February to November, 1992, by The Search Institute, a Minneapolis-based non-profit organization specializing in child and adolescent development.  The primary goals of the evaluation were:

"To assess the impact of the Readmobile project on family child care programming, early childhood development, and family literacy programs; to assess the impact of the project on the attitudes and commitments of child care providers, early childhood educators, and agency staff literacy providers; to document the perceived impact of the program on parent attitudes and behaviors; to assess parent, library staff, and child care provider perceptions of how the program influences children; to elicit recommendations from child care providers, library staff, parents, and other adults working with children and their families on how to strengthen the program; to assess the value and utility of incorporating volunteers into the program, and to consult with ..library staff, and the project advisory committee on the implications of the evaluation results for program improvement."
  

The results of this survey showed that 95% of childcare providers and parents gave extremely positive evaluations of the Readmobile program and the library staff.  In addition, there was evidence that among family child care providers, there was an increase in storytelling time, the encouragement of preschoolers to explore books on their own, and the nurture and reinforcement of reading to children and library visits by parents.  Providers were also more likely to report that reading to children during child care hours was an important program activity.  The evidence also suggested the parents of children in the program were reading to their preschool children more frequently and spent more time on storytelling, and also that the amount of time preschool children spent at home looking at or reading books had increased.  

Library staff involved with the program were also interviewed for the evaluation and two important findings emerged. First, it was determined that staff commitment to the outreach effort of the Readmobile program had solidified. In addition, library staff who had worked on the Readmobile had altered the way in which they approached pre-school programming, placing more emphasis on drawing parents into storytimes, and becoming more attentive to parent needs and more proactive in suggesting resources and strategies for using books and other materials with children. 

In the spring and summer of 1997, questionnaires were mailed to all child care providers and agency-based programs  receiving Readmobile service.  Satisfaction continues to be high among those receiving the service; 93% of the child care  providers gave the service the highest ranking when asked if the Readmobile experience had had a positive effect on them and the children in their care.

TRANSITION YEARS        

In early 1992, the Readmobile schedule changed from bi-monthly to monthly visits to child care homes.  As a result, the program was able to expand into three additional communities in the HCL service area.  

Over the next three years, the service changed only in the number of publicly-supported agencies it served.  In addition to the Thorson Family Resource Center, several other agencies which provided formal early learning experiences for pre-school children in groups were added.  A long waiting list of child care providers who wanted to received the service was maintained, and often they had to wait several years before a slot opened up.

In 1995, there was a major change in the program when the Minneapolis Public Library decided to purchase its own bookmobile and dropped its collaboration with Hennepin County Library.  The Readmobile, which had been housed in a garage at one of the libraries in the city, and the staff office, which had been at the same library, were moved to the Plymouth Library, a suburban branch that was scheduled to open in September 1995, and which included planned garage and office space for the vehicle and the staff. At the same time, HCL discontinued its other bookmobile service, and transferred management of the Readmobile to the Librarian who managed the Plymouth Library.  Shortly after this, the Readmobile celebrated five years "on the road" and it was decided that this was an opportune time to stop and take a look at where the program had been and where it was headed.  At the same time, the Board of The Library Foundation identified expansion of Readmobile service as on the five major initiatives for which they would seek future funding.  

As a result of these forces, and also an open discussion at a HCL Youth Services librarians meeting in late 1995, a formal Advisory Committee to the Children's Readmobile was formed in mid-1996.  The committee was composed of five youth services librarians, the Readmobile manager, a representative from the library's outreach section, the library Youth Services coordinator, a support staff representative, a child care provider, and a program director from Thorson Family Resource Center.  The committee's focus was to evaluate the mission and services of the Children's Readmobile and to plan for its future.  The members of the group were expected to think boldly, to envision a new future for the Readmobile, and to build on its successes.

One of the first steps the committee took was to formalize the Readmobile's mission statement.  Approved by the Hennepin County Library Administrative Committee in late 1996, the mission is quite simple: The Children's Readmobile:  Bringing the library to the early childhood community.   In addition, the committee prepared a policy and guidelines for participation by the Readmobile in community events such as parades, vehicle fairs, and ice cream socials.

The committee then turned its attention to expansion of service.  The fifth day during the week which had been left open by the decision of the Minneapolis Public Library to purchase its own Bookmobile had not been filled, primarily for lack of staff.  A Youth Services librarian from a library in the southeast part of the County suggested that the committee request a grant from The Library Foundation to provide service to a number of programs housed in an Education Center in that community which served a total of approximately 335 children, staff and parents.  The request for $7,275 to visit the Education Center one day per month was granted and service began in June, 1997.  After the grant funds ran out, service to the site was continued as a regular part of the library’s budget.   

A second grant proposal was funded for $1,586, for a two hour stop once a month at a food shelf and economic assistance program run by a consortium of churches. This program began in September 1997, served 75-100 families, and ran through August 1998.  This was one of the less successful sites, as parents who came to use the food shelf really came only for that purpose, were often in a hurry, and didn’t have the time to take advantage of the Readmobile.  

A third grant proposal was also funded, for $12,545, for a collaborative partnership with the Osseo School District.  The district was interested in helping parents build a better relationship with the schools and with community institutions; teaching parents how to help their children with schoolwork; identifying strengths that children could build upon to ensure school success; and connecting families with community resources.  They wanted to do this by going to where the parents were, rather than asking the parents to come to the school, and wanted to accomplish this through a mobile service.  They had an initial commitment from a local car dealership to provide a vehicle, but were interested in a 10-month pilot project in collaboration with the library to see if the idea would work.  The program began in October 1997, and ran through August 1999.  It visited apartment communities, large businesses and business complexes, and two elementary schools.  School-Family Liaison teachers, who were post graduate licensed Parent Educators with extensive coursework in child development, parenting, family dynamics and adult learning methods, and School-Family Liaison workers, who were paraprofessionals skilled in community relations, met the Readmobile staff at the locations, and worked with them to provide information on parenting skills for daily living and how to help children succeed in school. The Readmobile's print and audio-visual collections were expanded to support the change in clientele at these sites, including more books for elementary aged children and their families. The Readmobile staff continued to provide information on how to access other library resources. 

The Advisory Committee also proposed an ambitious program to expand Readmobile service to the entire suburban Hennepin County geographic area.  The proposal, written in collaboration with the Outreach Section of the Library, was for a type of mobile service called "lobby stop" service, which has been implemented by other libraries around the country.  It uses van-type vehicles to deliver a collection of library materials to various group living sites (usually seniors), and brings the materials into the buildings themselves.  The proposal has been stalled for some time due to the fact that we are seeking outside funding, and many funders are not interested in supporting operating costs, especially staffing.  However, we hope to jump-start this in the near future through a collaboration with HCL’s eLibrary.  We believe the inclusion of cutting-edge methods of bringing technology to those without regular access to computers, while still including more traditional library service to children, will make the project more attractive. 

CURRENT SERVICE

Currently, the Children's Readmobile serves 57 licensed child care providers and 9 institutional sites in suburban Hennepin County.  The recipients of the program come from a wide variety of backgrounds.  The children are primarily preschool age, although during the summer more elementary school age children attend the child care programs. There is a wide range in income level of the children in the programs, from poverty level to relatively high income.  Participants in agency programs are primarily low income, with little access to transportation, and are facing challenges such as unemployment, lack of education, poor physical or mental health, low literacy, and lack of English language skills.   

The majority of child care providers and the children in their homes are Caucasian; clients of the institutional programs are comprised of a diverse mix of races and ethnicity.  Several sites serve clients who speak Russian, Somali, Vietnamese, Spanish, and Croatian as first languages and are learning English as a Second Language (ESL).

When the Readmobile service was implemented, there was no limit on the length of time that child care providers could receive the service.  By 1998, there were several providers who had been receiving service since its inception.  The Advisory Committee determined that because there was a consistent and constant waiting list, we needed to provide more equitable service and that one good way to do that was to begin phasing out service to providers who had had visits for more than three years.  
Currently, child care providers receive the service for two years, and then they are cycled off.  Once a year, we send letters to licensed providers in our service area asking if they are interested in the service. Those who indicate an interest either start receiving the service immediately or are added to the waiting list once it is determined that they meet eligibility requirements.  Eligibility criteria are: 1) a minimum of 6 children; 2) a license for operation from the County; 3) willingness to check out at least 25 books; 4) lack of transportation.  Openings for service occur when providers get out of the child care business, when providers are dropped because they can no longer meet expectations (don't check out enough books, miss several stops, have only babies in their program, etc.), and on a yearly basis when providers who have reached the two-year limit are cycled off the service. When an opening occurs, staff fills it based on location, i.e., the service is offered to a provider who fits into that day's route.  Currently there are 46 providers on the waiting list. 

An organization or agency will receive service if a literacy or education component is part of its mission.  These components include, but are not limited to, Early Childhood Family Education, Early Childhood Special Education, Adult Basic Education, teen parenting, English as a Second Language, learning readiness and prekindergarten programs.  We must also be able to serve the majority of the programs at the site in one or two stops per month. When time slots become available, the librarian also contacts institutions and organizations which are likely candidates for the service or which have asked to have the service provided.     
Currently we serve seven sites which offer a wide range of programs such as those just mentioned: English as a Second Language, ECSE, ECFE, ABE, teen parenting, learning readiness and  prekindergarten programs.  These programs are usually run by the Community Education departments of the local school districts.  

We also serve two alternative high schools, North and South Vista, which offer educational and support services to pregnant and parenting teens.  In addition to individualized educational instruction for parents and on-site day care, the schools provide health and social services, chemical dependency counseling, vocational counseling, early childhood education and parenting classes.  The programs are administered through an independent school district.  Other partners include the General Mills Foundation, Minneapolis United Way, Minneapolis Public Schools and the two community school districts.

During the summer months we have an opportunity to serve additional sites because several of the institutional programs are not in session. These have included a Parks & Recreation program, and four subsidized housing developments in Plymouth.  

VOLUNTEERS

In 1998, we initiated a program we called startSmart, which, in its initial phase, was to provide volunteer storytellers to child care providers who were being cycled off Readmobile service, and who wanted to continue a regular connection with the Library.  The program was funded by a grant from The Library Foundation of Hennepin County, the original funders of the Readmobile.  We discovered that we had modeled storytime techniques so well for the providers that most of them said that they could and would continue to provide their children with storytimes themselves and did not need a volunteer.  As a result, the program now provides volunteers who visit providers who are on the waiting list for Readmobile service.  

STATISTICS – Usage and Other 
Usage statistics for the Readmobile for the last five years are:

  Circulation statistics:  1996
1997
1998
1999
2000



                        46,746         59,059       68,138        58,471      49,734

  Information Contacts 1996             1997          1998          1999         2000

 



                         1,847            1,359         1,721         1,422        1,699

  Storytime statistics      1996             1997           1998         1999         2000
  # of Storytimes:             1,003              962             864          746           785

  # of children served:      7,738            6,568          6,726        1,860       6,175

  # of adults served:         1,741            1,384          1,282                        1,449            

Anywhere from 600 to over 1000 adults and children per month are served by the Readmobile.  School vacations, weather, and vehicle downtime account for most of the variation.




A breakdown of costs to operate the vehicle start with staff salary costs of $93,483 ($185,657 Aus.) (2001 figure), including all benefits.  This figure does not include the salary of the Principal Librarian. The vehicle, originally purchased with funds from the startup grant, is owned by Hennepin County, and the Library pays $11,000 ($21,846 Aus.) per year to rent it.  This figure covers maintenance, fuel, and the accrual of a fund to eventually replace the vehicle.  The only additional costs are $296 ($587 Aus.) for janitorial services, and $360 ($714 Aus) for communications. 

The Readmobile’s collection is comprised of about 2000 items which are actually on the vehicle at any one time, and about 12,000 additional items which are either in circulation or on the shelves in the Readmobile office.  Picture books account for the bulk of the collection, about 8900 items, and another 3400 books for children ages 6-18.  The collection also includes about 400 audio tapes, 150 video tapes, 425 compact discs, and 130 puppets.  About 1100 items in the collection are for adults.

PLANS FOR THE FUTURE: NEW RESEARCH ON EMERGENT LITERACY

Dr. G. Reid Lyon, Chief of the Child Development and Behavior Branch of the NICHD, has said that “if you do not learn to read and you live in America, you do not make it in life.” 
  The NICHD considers the inability to read not only an educational problem, but a “significant public health problem as well.”
  

Research supported by the NICHD since 1965 has found that for a child to learn to read in English, he or she must figure out the connections between the sounds of spoken English and the 26 letters of the alphabet.  In order to do this, the beginning reader has to understand that our speech can broken into small sounds (phoneme awareness) and that these segmented units can by represented by printed forms (phonics). The studies have shown that the phonological difference seen in good and poor readers has a genetic basis in some children and in others “seems to be attributable to a lack of exposure to language patterns and literacy-based interactions and materials during the preschool years.”

The Public Library Association, a division of the American Library Association, has recently partnered with the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to provide information and training that will help parents and teachers of preschool children prepare them to learn to read.

“The first phase of the initiative will provide libraries with the programs and materials they need to a) inform parents and other caretakers of young children about the meaning and importance of emergent literacy, and b) to train parents in ways to help them get ready to read.”
  The Hennepin County Library has been invited to be the first pilot site for the Literacy Initiative.  The Children’s Readmobile, because it’s a small, controlled environment with a well-defined clientele, is ideal for testing model projects that incorporate the findings of recent research in the field of emergent literacy.  One of our existing sites is an ideal location for testing the print awareness of children and determining how the Readmobile, in combination with other services, can improve the development of emergent literacy precursors.  We’re very excited about this opportunity to create some best practices for public libraries which will help children start school ready to read.   

These comments from providers are an excellent summation of the Readmobile's impact on the lives of children:  

"...I feel it is important to expand the children's horizons and to fill a need where there is a void in the children's lives.  Reading is the most important component in a child's education and to get a child keyed up to look at and want books is so important, especially at the preschool level.  It is never too early to build a solid foundation in a child's environment."
  

"I can't think of a better gift for a child to use throughout his or her life than a love of books & reading!"
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