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Books

Open

One girl. One book. One school year.
How one literacy volunteer took all three and
helped bring the written word to life.
Written by Annie Sherman / Photographed by Jacqueline Marque

L

LEANNA SAT IN THE BACK OF HER THIRD GRADE CLASSROOM
at Coggeshall Elementary School in Newport, staring down at her desk.
She was looking intensely at the picture book there, holding her finger on
the page, her petite shoulders hunched over to get as close as she could
to every word. She seemed unaware of her classmates’ antics this September
morning, or perhaps she was just uninterested in them. Instead, her focus
was solely on the page.
She almost didn’t look up when I walked over to say hello with her
teacher Suzanne Platt, but she was curious about the interloper
approaching her. As her big brown eyes saw me, there was a moment of
apprehension, as though she was hesitant to leave her safe literary haven,
to interact. She kept her finger in place, hoping to return her attention
there after the disruption.
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Life’s

Doors

Platt had told the nine-year-old I was coming that morning, and every
Monday morning all school year long, to help with her reading skills. So
Leanna slid gently out of her chair, lifting her finger from her book, to
follow me to another small classroom next door. We sat at the small round
table, away from the class, her shy, soft-spoken nature ringing loudly as just
the two of us sat together. Leanna fidgeted, picking her nails, looking
anywhere but at me.
As one of 130 volunteers with the Books Open Life’s Doors (B.O.L.D.)
literacy program in Newport public elementary schools, I worked with
Leanna Monday after Monday, helping her read. I first asked her about
her family, her afternoons at the Boys and Girls Club near her house doing
homework or playing with friends, weekends eating at her favorite Restaurant
99 or IHOP, teasing her two younger siblings, or taking trips with her father
to the Game Stop store where he works. Sometimes she got to go to New
York City where her mother’s family lives, she said. As she shared her stories
with me, I shared a few with her and I discovered that the time I spent with
this little girl was not just about her becoming a stronger reader. Being
Leanna’s mentor and friend was the larger objective, one that B.O.L.D.
encouraged. “Children cannot learn when they’re afraid,” says Kathleen
Shinners, B.O.L.D. director since 2003, when she and others in the public
school system, including the Community Literacy Partnership, founded
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It’s not their (students) test scores I worry about – it’s their love of reading.”

the program to strengthen literacy skills
and improve test scores. “So the relationship
established with the volunteer allows them
to open up and relax, so they can learn.”
Leanna’s aloof, shy manner belied her
strong work ethic: one of Platt’s original
reasons for selecting her to participate in
the B.O.L.D. program. “Before B.O.L.D.,
she rarely shared her personal stories of
home. She was very quiet, socially awkward,
a little introverted,” Platt says. “But as the
year progressed, she opened up and felt
comfortable telling us about her family. She
always wanted to learn, and she worked
hard.”
With no pre-determined B.O.L.D.
curriculum and teacher participation
voluntary, Platt prepared a folder of material
to cover each week: a short fictitious story
for Leanna to read, plus quizzes that tested
her comprehension, vocabulary and
memory. As a volunteer, I was charged with
mentoring Leanna through this work,
helping her read through words she didn’t
recognize, learn tricks for pronunciation
and phonetics, plus spelling, fluency and
38

– COGGESHALL PRINCIPAL MIKE FRANCO

grammar. Accuracy, of course, was
paramount. Scoring 100 on a quiz was
excellent news, and Leanna bounced in her
chair with a big grin when I showed her the
grades. But I was working with Leanna
because she read far below the skill of her
classmates and needed help catching up.
“She came into the classroom in the fall with
little interest in reading. She was reading
picture books only, while another student
is reading a chapter book every other day,”
says Platt. “Leanna had trouble with math
and problem solving, too, because she
couldn’t read well enough to understand
the questions. … It’s so much more than
reading. Leanna just needed confidence.”
•••
LEANNA ISN’T ALONE.
Unfortunately, she is one of seven third
graders (out of 23 tested in Fall 2009) at
Coggeshall Elementary that read only at a
partially proficient level or lower, compared
to 16 that are proficient or higher, who can
read, comprehend and analyze gradeappropriate text. In the four-school district,
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36 percent of students Leanna’s age read
below their grade level – statewide it’s 28
percent. Platt sees the glass half full. “So
much of our September and October is
dedicated to test taking strategies and how
to read and answer multiple choice
questions,” explains Platt. “And because of
all that, reading is the foundation of
everything.”
Despite the test scores, which fluctuate
year to year and are a seemingly
unobtainable level of perfection, “Kids in
the Newport Public Schools do very well
when stacked against the state,” says
Coggeshall Principal Mike Franco, a 27-year
veteran of public school teaching. “It’s not
their test scores I worry about – it’s their
love of reading.” Franco points to the now
empty shelf in the school hallway where
students cleaned out the stacks of books to
take home or read whenever they please.
He explains that regular book fairs, visits
from the Newport Public Library and
offering books as prizes for good behavior
are inspiration for students to read more.
He could make it mandatory, he says, but

36_38BOLD.qxd

8/6/2010

2:54 PM

Page 39

B.O.L.D. volunteers from Salve Regina University work with their Coggeshall School third graders. Left to right: Nichol Stevens and Lainey;
Frank Collins and Cole; Jenny Harrigan and Angelica. The author and Leanna hard at work on their weekly reading assignment.

it wouldn’t matter unless they love it. “In
the old days, we used food as a motivation
for excellence,” he laughs, patting his belly.
“Now, we use books.”
Franco says he would be hard-pressed
to see test scores improving because of the
B.O.L.D. program exclusively, but he says
that having the volunteers work directly
with teachers and students “allows the
teachers to broaden our students’ horizons
that much more. The staff is in love with
B.O.L.D.”
Newport Public Schools Superintendent John Ambrogi is also a fan of the
B.O.L.D. program, considering it a boon for
the students to develop strong relationships
with volunteers. “I can’t say that a student
with a B.O.L.D. volunteer does better on
test scores. But it encourages them as a
learner when someone in the community
is concerned with their well-being and their
academic success,” he says. “And it gives those
who are in the schools the opportunity to
come back into the population, and tell
others that there are good things happening
in Newport public schools.”
Developing B.O.L.D. and maintaining
its momentum was Shinners’s responsibility,
from designing the program plan to its

structure and objectives. A community
literacy partnership was the long-term goal,
involving Salve Regina University, the Naval
War College and other local organizations.
“The community volunteer program
enabled teachers to fully address the
childrens’ needs, to master a skill level, to
go deeper and reach the children in more
specific ways,” Shinners says. “Every child
has a right to learn to read.”
The program’s simplicity allowed it to
thrive for seven years, growing from 20
initial volunteers to 130, increasing to 90
percent teacher participation, as well as
adding mathematics instruction and a paid
literacy coordinator. Though test scores did
not skyrocket as a result, “the volunteers
witnessed progress and an increase in
reading at grade level,” Shinners says. “What
exactly is success? What is the common
denominator between community
involvement and developmental growth?
It’s not a numbers game – it’s indirect. And
we are bringing community support to a
subject that needs attention.”
When all is said and done, even after
the program got rolling, the quizzes were
graded, vocabulary and writing improved
and relationships were forged, it all comes

down to money. The B.O.L.D. program will
not have a director this school year because
its funding from the federal grant under
Title 1 was eliminated. Shinners is out of a
job. “We cannot allow these children to fail,”
she presses. “No one looks over your
shoulder until a school has a bout of bad
test scores. But we have to keep this ship on
course.”
And what about Leanna? Will the
progress we made all year be lost? When
she returns to Coggeshall for the fourth
grade, will she remember what I taught her
about pronouncing soft Cs (“As in Circle,”
I told her) and hard Cs (“As in Car”)? I hope
she doesn’t forget how to spell “Picture.”
She kept spelling it “Pitcher” because she
spells everything phonetically. She’ll
continue with her reading lessons with
another teacher, Platt says, then on to
Thompson Middle School for fifth through
eighth grades. But then what? I’ll just have
to go back and make sure she has enough
pencils with erasers to endure her love of
erasing her scribbles. “Once Kathleen
[Shinners] leaves, we’ll just have to work
hard to find the means,” Franco says. “But
the value of the program will not be lost.
We won’t let that happen.”
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