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Letter from our Founders 
Our mother, Barbara Bush, believed, “If you help a person to read, then their opportunities in life will 
be endless.” We could not agree more! The ability to read and write are essential skills for not only 
living the American Dream, but also reaching a person’s fullest, God-given potential in life. Everyone 
deserves to have this opportunity.

We created the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation in 2013 to advance Mom’s indelible 
legacy and help Houston become a model city for breaking the intergenerational cycle of illiteracy. 
Through the Foundation, we are tackling one of the most debilitating issues by implementing bold, 
yet evidence-based solutions and by taking practical, life-changing actions.

Our strategic plan, which we call Impact Framework, will require our community to unite in 
unprecedented ways. It will ensure the vitality of our city and the prosperity of our families, where 
reading is the bedrock for a brighter future and better life. We must do this by empowering parents 
to be their child’s first and most important teachers and investing in the necessary resources for 
children to become great readers, high achievers and lifelong learners.

We are doubling down on specific strategies outlined in Houston’s Literacy Crisis: A Blueprint for 
Community Action that are proven to accelerate the early literacy skill development of children and 
help them become stronger, more confident readers by the end of the third grade. We are confident 
that IF we work together to implement our plan of action, we will forever change lives and make 
Houston a model city across our nation. After all, Mom would expect nothing less.

Thank you for supporting the literacy cause through your contributions of time, talent and financial 
resources. We are deeply grateful for your generosity.

Sincerely, 

F O U N D ER S  &  C O - C H A I R S

B A R B A R A  B U S H  H O U S TO N  L ITER ACY  F O U N DAT I O N

Letter from our President 
Since 2013, the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation has served as a champion for the literacy 
cause across our city by coalescing cross-sector leaders from community-based nonprofits, 
public library systems, businesses, school districts and government agencies around a unified 
vision of literacy for all. In addition, the Foundation has taken a lead role in raising awareness of 
the pervasive low literacy rates we have in our city and expanding programs and services aimed 
at transforming the lives of children and adults through the power of literacy – the ability to read, 
write and comprehend.

It has been overwhelming to witness the outpouring of support you have provided through the gift 
of your time, talent and treasures. So many of you have served as volunteers by joining our Ladies 
for Literacy Guild or Young Professionals Group, reading to children through the HISD Read Houston 
Read program, sorting books for our My Home Library program or playing another meaningful role 
with a literacy organization. Furthermore, your generosity has resulted in a year-over-year increase 
in funds raised the past five years, allowing us to serve more people through literacy-rich programs 
and services.

Our collective efforts are yielding a return on our investments. Specifically, more children in 
Houston passed the 2017-2018 State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR) third-
grade reading achievement test as compared to 2012-2013. In addition, more first- and second-
graders who had a reading mentor outperformed their peers on district year-end reading 
exams. Furthermore, more children have access to books in their homes and expanded learning 
opportunities than ever before. 

This plan builds upon our prior efforts and accomplishments by intensifying literacy programs and 
services when and where they are needed most — with our youngest and most vulnerable children 
and their families. Together, we truly are building capacity for change in our city.

Sincerely,

P R E S I D E N T 

B A R B A R A  B U S H  H O U S TO N  L I T E R ACY  F O U N DAT I O N
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Our Impact Framework is tightly aligned with the special report we released in 2014, called 
Houston’s Literacy Crisis: A Blueprint for Community Action. The report outlines key data 
and research and provides a roadmap for the community to bolster literacy rates among 
people across all age groups. 

Grounded in evidence-based practices, this plan articulates the Foundation’s bold vision, 
our key imperatives and the specific strategies we will implore over the next several years 
to accelerate change and dramatically increase the number of children reading at or above 
level by the end of the third grade.

The Reading Gap is Significant by Family Income.

36% fewer children from economically disadvantaged homes approached reading 
standards as compared to their more affluent peers.

Few 3rd graders are expected to succeed in 4th grade with little or no academic intervention.

Only 21% of Houston area 3rd graders mastered reading standards and 29% failed to meet 
minimum reading expectations.

The Achievement Gap is Wide Across Grades 3 through 8. 

More than 34% and 38% of Hispanic and African-American students, respectively, did not 
meet minimum reading achievement levels as compared to only 12% of White students.

Slight Gains in Reading Performance are Being Made.

Overall, Houston area school district children evidenced up to a 3% gain in reading 
achievement levels across grades 3-8 in 2018 as compared to performance of students 
during the 2017 academic year.

*This page represents data analyzed from the Texas Education Agency’s STAAR Aggregate  
Data for 2017-2018 across grades 3 through 8 to provide statistical updates to the Foundation 
Blueprint for Community Action. 

4 5

P A R T  O N E

The Current  
State of Literacy 
in Houston

Blueprint Update: 2017 – 2018 Reading Results for 3rd - 8th grade
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Volunteers can play a variety of meaningful roles in advancing the literacy cause and helping 
more children learn how to read.

90% of brain development occurs by age 5, placing 
more importance on the role of parents as a child’s 
first and most important teachers.

Parents Play a Pivotal Role

Third Grade Reading Levels Matter

Volunteers Make a Difference

Interventions are Essential

Third grade is a critical milestone in a child’s educational trajectory, as they are expected to 
transition from learning how to read to reading to learn.

The number of books in the home is a more important factor in a child’s 
reading achievement level than parent educational level and family 
socio-economic status.

Literacy-Rich Homes are a Lever to Success

Children who enter school lacking reading-
readiness skills or who are behind on grade 
level reading need additional interventions and 
resources to catch up academically. 
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WHAT WE 
KNOW



Just imagine the effect of having an entire generation of young people possessing strong 
literacy skills to shape their journey in school, career and life. The transformation to our society 
— socially and economically — would be staggering.

The Foundation envisions a future where these examples are not the exception, but rather, 
the norm. Our passion for the literacy cause stems from former Barbara Bush’s belief that 
everyone deserves an equal opportunity to live the American Dream and that the path to 
achieving it begins with learning how to read. Investing in our youngest and most vulnerable 
children and their families should be one of our city’s highest priorities. We find ourselves at a 
critical inflection point where major change must occur to ensure the future vitality of our city. 
Providing each child an early start in his or her learning and development is key to our success.

By 2030, the Foundation envisions a 
city where the dream of grade-level 
literacy becomes a reality.

by the end 
of third grade.

Every child in

Houston
will be able to

read
at or above grade level 

Imagine if every child in Houston had access to self-selected books in the home. 

Imagine if every child had a parent or trusted adult to read with daily. 

Imagine if every single child in Houston could read at his or her appropriate grade level. 
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Our vision is BOLD.
Yet we believe it is attainable. For us to achieve 
success, the Barbara Bush Houston Literacy 
Foundation will build on the successes of the 
previous years, aligning new efforts with existing 
ones from our Blueprint for Community Action 
and strengthening our coalition of dedicated 
partners who work hard each and every day 
to improve literacy rates. The Foundation must 
continue working with our community’s schools 
to coordinate resources and align programs and 
services. We must also empower families with 
the necessary tools and strategies to establish 
a culture of reading to support their child’s 
academic success. 
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We will raise awareness of the importance of early childhood development and its impact on lifelong 
literacy. To guide us on our journey, we have established three strategic imperatives within our framework. 
These imperatives are a continuation of the strategies outlined in our Blueprint for Community Action 
and will help build capacity towards greater change. Improving literacy across one of the largest and 
most diverse cities in the country is a massive undertaking, but with a focus on executing these three 
imperatives, we will make a demonstrable impact in helping more people learn to read. Our aspiration is 
for Houston to become a model for other cities and to ignite a literacy movement across our nation. 
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P A R T  T W O

Our Strategic 
Imperatives

Parents will be empowered to 
be their child’s first and most 
important teachers. 

1

Literacy begins in the home and 
very early in the life of a child. 
Primary caregivers, whether 
they are parents, grandparents 
or other family members, play 
a vital role in the development 
of oral language, vocabulary 
and other pre-emergent literacy 
skills that are foundational for 
learning how to read. However, 
many primary caregivers lack 
the understanding that simply 
reading, talking and singing to 
their child has an enormous 
impact on a child’s cognitive 
abilities. By age two, 80% of a 
child’s brain is developed, and 
90% is developed by age five. 

Every child in Houston will 
have access to books of his 
or her choice in the home. 

2

Studies have shown that 
access to books in the 
home is a better predictor 
of reading achievement 
level than parent education-
level and socio-economic 
status. Access to books, 
and especially the ability for 
the child to choose which 
books they read, has been 
identified as a critical factor 
in improving literacy and 
instilling a love of reading. 
Imagine if we become the 
first city of our size to provide 
a home library for every child 
in Houston and the future 
story that could be told.

Every child in Houston will 
have access to an expansive 
network of reading volunteers.

3

Children enter Kindergarten 
at various levels of readiness, 
both academically and socially. 
Children who enter school 
unprepared simply need 
additional resources—and 
supports—to progress towards 
meeting academic standards. 
Reading mentor volunteers 
can play a vital role in helping 
children achieve academic 
success by reading with them 
at an individual, small group or 
classroom level. We will build an 
expansive network of reading 
mentors who can supplement 
the daily efforts of our teachers 
and parents. 
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We will help parents understand the vital role they play in the 
early learning and development of their child and empower 
them with the necessary tools and strategies to foster oral 
language development, build vocabulary and develop other 
foundational skills for learning how to read.

There are several examples of organizations across the country 
and in Houston doing great work to impact early childhood 
development. A common thread among each of these 
successful initiatives is that they equip parents with the skills 
and resources to be better parents. They help raise awareness 
of a parent’s responsibility to do the little things that have a 
big impact. Reading books aloud and engaging in story time is 
ideal, but simply singing songs and interacting with their babies 
has demonstrable impact on brain development and lifelong 
intelligence. And when parents understand their responsibility to 
do the little things, they can be more confident to take learning 
at home to the next level and own the responsibility of being 
their child’s first teachers. Imagine if every parent did their part 
and the impact it could have. It starts by giving them the tools 
to succeed.
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Children who were read to at least 
3 times a week by a family member 

were almost twice as likely to score 
in the top 25% in reading compared 

to children who were read to less 
than three times a week.

3x
A child’s brain architecture is 
established from birth to five 
years old, creating the foundation 
for learning, behavior and health.

Differences in the size of a 
child’s vocabulary first appear 
at 18 months of age, based on 
education and income levels.

Parents will be empowered 
to be their child’s first and 
most important teachers.1imperative

1. Build a coalition of partners to educate and empower families 
of infants and toddlers through age 4.

2. Increase access to high-quality family literacy programs where 
parents and children learn together.

3. Design and equip public libraries to serve as community centers 
where children and their parents learn together and have 
access to specialized resources to use at home.

4. Support evidence-based home visitation and group-based 
parenting programs that emphasize early learning and 
emergent literacy skill development.

Strategies for Success
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Studies have shown that access to books in the home is a better 
predictor of reading achievement level than parent education 
level and socioeconomic status. Therefore, providing home 
libraries to children is a pertinent strategy on our road to 
increasing literacy rates. 

This is about more than just access, it is about choice as well. The 
ability to choose a book has been proven to significantly impact 
time spent reading and foster a lifelong love of reading. In addition, 
when children are empowered to select books, they are more likely 
to find greater enjoyment from reading and have higher academic 
performance.

Key to our effort to provide a home library for every child will be 
to create a city-wide network for book selection and distribution 
through partnerships with libraries, health care providers, 
schools, community-based nonprofits, licensed child-care centers 
and others.
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A key lever to improve the reading 
achievement of low-income children 
is to increase their access to print 
and digital materials.

Creating a steady stream of new, 
age-appropriate books has been 
shown to nearly triple interest in 
reading within months.

Children growing up in homes with at 
least 20 books receive an additional 

3 more years of education as 
compared to children from bookless 

homes, independent of their parents’ 
education, occupation and  

socio-economic status.

1. Develop a dynamic, digital map that details book 
distribution efforts across our city to minimize duplication 
and maximize reach to underserved children.

2. Expand book distribution programs that provide children 
with choice.

3. Strengthen relationships with book publishers and suppliers 
to leverage buying power across our literacy coalition.Every child in Houston will 

have access to books of his 
or her choice in the home. 2imperative

Strategies for Success
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We will build upon our existing efforts to create a tiered 
mentorship model that engages community volunteers to 
empower a culture of lifelong readers at the classroom, small 
group and individual levels. Volunteers are already making a 
difference through Read Houston Read by providing one on one 
reading mentorship online or in person.

As children navigate the world from shared reading in the home  
to guided and independent reading in the classroom, it is crucial 
that children receive additional interventions and support early  
and often.

By providing students from six years to nine years of age with the 
resource of a reading mentor to guide reading, both inside and 
outside of the home, it will allow us to dramatically improve our 
odds of every child reading at grade level by their third-grade year.
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The amount of time that students spend reading books 
is an important predictor of academic success. 

With a reading mentor, 
a child’s at-risk reading 

performance drops in half. In an evaluation of Read Houston Read conducted 
by the HISD Office of Research and Accountability, 
first and second graders who had a reading mentor 
through the program outperformed their peers who 
did not have a reading mentor.

1. Establishing a Tiered Mentorship Model that addresses 
individual, small group and classroom-level reading support 
powered by reading volunteers.

2. Expand the existing network of volunteers.

3. Establish a program to recognize volunteers.

Volunteers will adopt a classroom and provide high-quality read 
alouds to children during the required reading block focused 

on vocabulary-building and comprehension. 

TIER 1

Classroom-based 

TIER 2

Small Group 

TIER 3

1 on 1

Volunteers will lead guided reading sessions which focus on 
vocabulary-building, comprehension and fluency. 

Volunteers spend 30 minutes once a week, either online or in-person, 
with the same first- or second-grade child. The focus is on phonetic 

awareness, high-frequency words, fluency levels, vocabulary-building 
and comprehension.

Every child in Houston will 
have access to an expansive 
network of reading volunteers. 3imperative

Strategies for Success



Former First Lady Barbara Bush believed,

“The American Dream is about equal opportunity 
for everyone who works hard. If we don’t give
everyone the ability to simply read and write,
then we aren’t giving everyone an equal chance 
to succeed.”

The Barbara Bush Houston Literacy Foundation  
is committed to making her vision of literacy  
for all a reality. Through our three key 
imperatives, the Foundation strives to unite our 
community, ultimately ensuring the future  
vitality of our city through the mission of literacy. 
Just imagine the effect of having an entire 
generation of young people who have the 
building blocks of literacy at their disposal.  



Join our literacy cause at 

BushHoustonLiteracy.org   


