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Dear Houston Community,

I have yet to meet anyone who did not spend countless hours

watching the Summer Olympics. The Olympics, a�er all, are the 

world’s largest spor�ng event. Regardless of which event I 

watched – gymnas�cs, swimming, beach volleyball, or track and 

field—I was in awe of the athletes' physical talent and mental

acuity.  Just think about the amount of �me the athletes spend 

each and every day training to compete for a medal on the world

stage.

Whether it be a sport we wish to master or some other skill, how

much we prac�ce and the quality of the �me we spend prac�cing 

ma�er. Reading is no different. In fact, to master reading, 

prac�ce is a key determinant of our success. And, having a great 

coach to help fine-tune our reading skills can make all the

difference in how well we read. Unlike sports, which o�en�mes 

require certain physical requirements to excel, reading is a skill we can all master. We simply need to prac�ce the right things and 

prac�ce them o�en.

Do you know that 90 percent of children ages 6 to 17 say they are more likely to finish a book they have picked out themselves? It 

is also the case that having books in the home is a more significant factor than family income in determining whether a child will 

be a frequent reader.  Simply put, choice and access ma�er when it comes to reading prac�ce. During Na�onal Literacy Awareness 

Month in September, we are promo�ng the following five simple steps, informed by research, that every family is encouraged  to 

make a habit: (1) provide your children access to digital and/or printed material in your home; (2) allow children to select the

books they read; (3) set aside at least 15 minutes each day for your children to read independently or for you to read with your

children; (4) ask ques�ons and talk with your children about what they are reading; and (5) encourage and mo�vate them to read 

more. Taking these steps will help your children become master readers. Learn more about literacy facts on our website and help

us spread the word to your friends, family and colleagues.

Prac�cing the fundamentals of reading is extremely important. Be sure you are prac�cing the right fundamentals with your 

children. Want to learn more about great coaching strategies to boost your children’s reading skills? Check out the brief videos we

developed in partnership with Neuhaus Educa�on Center.  They demonstrate ac�vi�es you can easily do at home to reinforce oral 

language, phonemic awareness and decoding skills, all fundamentals of learning how to read.

If you don’t have a striving reader in your home, consider becoming a coach and helping a child or adult go for gold in

reading. Don’t know where to sign up to become a coach? Go to Connect4Literacy.org or contact us at

Volunteer@BushHoustonLiteracy.org. We would be pleased to assist in matching you or your team with a volunteer opportunity

that fits your passion and schedule.

Thank you for helping to make Houston the most literate city in the world.

Yours in service,

Julie Baker Finck, Ph. D.

President

Dr. Julie Baker Finck reading during the Texas AdvoCare Kickoff 

Reading Event at Walnut Bend Elementary in HISD.



Fixing our Failing Schools: What are We Missing?

As the schoolhouse doors were ge�ng ready to open for the 2016-2017 year, the Texas Educa�on Agency released accountability

ra�ngs for all public school districts in Texas for the prior academic year. Performance reports showed that 31 HISD schools’ 

ra�ngs changed from the dreaded “Improvement Required” ra�ng in 2014-2015 to the higher “Met Standard” status in 2015-

2016, while others s�ll remained on the Improvement Required list and were joined by 13 addi�onal schools that failed to meet 

state performance standards. A total of 40 schools received this ra�ng. Accountability ra�ngs are based on school performance 

along four indices – student achievement, student progress, closing performance gaps and postsecondary readiness.

Turning around persistently poor-performing schools has tradi�onally involved 

several evidenced-based strategies, such as lengthening the school day and/or school

year to provide more �me for instruc�on and learning, providing intensive 

interven�ons and supports to students who have fallen behind academically, and 

placing effec�ve teachers and principals at the helm. In addi�on to these proven 

strategies, there is something else that poor performing schools have been missing.

The students. Specifically, there is a rela�vely high percentages of students in 

consistently low-performing schools who are not showing up to school on a regular

basis. These students are considered chronically absent.

Chronic absence, defined as 10 percent or more days of missed school instruc�on, and academic performance (and thus, school 

ra�ngs) are related. There is moun�ng evidence that when children, par�cularly economically disadvantaged children, are 

chronically absent from school, they suffer academically and are more likely to drop out.  Chronic absence is one root cause of low 

student- achievement levels.

When students fail to meet academic expecta�ons, schools fail to meet accountability standards. Such is the case for persistently 

low- performing HISD schools. For example, during the last school year, each of the seven HISD comprehensive high schools rated

Improvement Required had between 20-38 percent of its student body miss 18 or more days of school. In comparison, of the 12

HISD comprehensive high schools rated Met Standard, only four of them had chronic absence rates exceeding 15 percent.

Last September we issued a special report, When Students Miss School: The High Cost to Houston, that shed light on the problem

of chronic absence in HISD and its impact on reading achievement, teaching and school funding levels. We are once again raising

awareness of this important issue during Na�onal A�endance Awareness Month and calling upon the community to do its part in

suppor�ng our schools’ efforts to increase student a�endance rates and combat chronic absenteeism. When students show up for 

school, they are more likely to meet academic expecta�ons. 

Point	of	Light:	Iris	Grif�iths

With her sparkling eyes and heavy Irish accent, Iris Griffiths is the 

epitome of someone you would want reading to your kids on a hot

summer morning. At the HYPE Freedom School in Houston’s Third

Ward, Iris entertained children and a few lucky adults by reading and

discussing Stella Luna, the story of a baby bat raised by a family of birds.

Iris chose this book to read to students because like her, Stella had to

leave her familiar surroundings and live with strangers whose lifestyle

was vastly different from her own.

Iris moved from Ireland to Canada over 30 years ago with less than $20

in her pocket.  Possessing pure determina�on to find a job within her 

first week in her new country, she walked from office building to office building seeking employment. With persistent effort, as 

well as irresis�ble charm, she was employed in four days. Iris's story of perseverance and for�tude is much like that of the li�le 

bat, Stella Luna, as Iris also had to find her own way and create her own des�ny. Now living in Houston with her husband Bill, her 

love of reading and music con�nues to upli� her and others with whom she shares her gi�s. 

Iris with students at the HYPE Freedom School.



Will You Give 30 Minutes a Week to Change a Life?

With 30 minutes a week, online or in person, you can help change a

child’s life. We are proud to support Read Houston Read, Houston

Independent School District’s innova�ve, volunteer-based interven�on 

program that helps first graders improve their reading skills. Now in its 

third year, Read Houston Read takes place in 50 HISD elementary schools

and includes in-person and web-based mentoring op�ons. 

Through the Read Houston Read program, volunteers share the magic of

books by reading with a child, engaging in fun ac�vi�es to build 

vocabulary and comprehension levels, and listening to a child read and

share a book with his or her mentor. In addi�on, mentors and students 

build an important rela�onship that helps boost students' self-esteem and

reading skills. By working with the same student(s) for an en�re school 

year, volunteers have the poten�al to change the direc�on of their lives, 

simply by sharing the gi� of reading.

During the 2015-2016 school year, 700 volunteers served over 1,000

students through Read Houston Read, and we are looking to expand the

number of volunteers par�cipa�ng and students served during the upcoming schoolyear. The program will begin in October. Sign 

up and serve as a Read Houston Read volunteer by logging on to Connect4Literacy.org, crea�ng an account, and finding a school 

near your home or office. Have ques�ons about how you or a group of colleagues or friends can become mentors? Contact 

Amber at Amber@BushHoustonLiteracy.org or by phone at 346-212-2310.

We recently teamed up with Wade Smith to help inspire a love of

reading among children a�ending summer reading programs. Wade, 

a Texas na�ve, is an NFL veteran, a former Pro-Bowler for the

Houston Texans, and the founder of the Wade Smith Founda�on.

Wade feels strongly about giving back to the communi�es that helped 

him succeed. He believes that the best way to do this is by

encouraging school-aged children to become avid readers and

inspiring them to earn a college degree. In keeping with his passion,

Wade shared his personal story with children by reading his newly-

released children’s book, Smi�y Hits the Play Books, about his life as a

child and juggling the priori�es of school and football. Wade ins�lled 

in children that reading is cool and that no ma�er what they dream of 

becoming in life – even an NFL football player—reading is

fundamental to their success.

Our apprecia�on goes out to Wade Smith for serving as a point of

light and for making literacy a key priority through his Reading with

the Pros program.

Former Houston Texans Player Inspires Young Children

A volunteer and a second grader enjoying their �me 

reading aloud to each other.

Walnut Bend second grader Daniella reading Smi�y Hits the 

Play Books with Wade Smith.



Facts & Figures

Visit the Facts & Figures page of our website to learn more about the numbers behind Houston’s literacy crisis.

BushHoustonLiteracy.org/facts-and-figures


