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Summary of Evaluation

As was the goal, this planning grant resulted in a comprehensive Library Service
Plan of activities and strategies designed to help families, schools and social service
organizations prepare Black children for kindergarten. Although it is a lengthy process,
Multnomah County Library recognized the importance of working closely with the
community they are trying to reach, building relationships, getting valuable input and
ideas, and earning buy-in from community members. A plan construed by library staff in
a vacuum would almost certainly lack a high degree of relevance, immediacy, and
legitimacy. As the Library Service Plan is implemented over the next several years, this
LSTA project will certainly result in positive steps toward fostering the joy of reading and
improving school readiness and educational performance, stated goals of the Five-Year
State Plan 2008-2012.

Project Objectives

The goal of this project was to plan culturally appropriate library services for and
with Black residents of Multnomah County by conducting a needs assessment, in
collaboration with other service providers and agencies, to seek information and
guidance from community members and leaders. The needs assessment would be used
to draft recommendations that, when implemented, will help to ensure that young
children from at-risk Black families are ready to learn to read by kindergarten, and that
these children receive the needed early literacy interventions and support to make the
crucial transition from their preschool years to kindergarten.

Project Method

Under the leadership of Early Childhood Services Supervisor Renea Arnold, the
project started with the hiring of a team of consultants that was charged with leading
the needs assessment, focus groups, key informant interviews, and drafting of a future
library services plan for African American families. The consultant team of Marlene
Woodward, Cliff Jones, and Kay Sohl worked closely with a five-person advisory
committee made up of members from Albina Early Head Start, the Black Parent
Initiative, Portland Public Schools, and Multnomah County Library. In addition to
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analyzing demographic data and reports such as The State of Black Oregon, the
consultant team and advisory committee conducted focus groups with Black parents,
grandparents, and other community members at Early Head Start, Healthy Birth
Initiative, North Portland Library, Portland Community Reinvestment Initiatives, and
DHS. This outreach to and conversation with the African American community resulted
in a rich source of feedback about barriers to school success and ideas for overcoming
these barriers, which was synthesized by the consultant team into a Library Service Plan.
A draft of this plan was e-mailed to focus group participants, key informants, and all
library staff for feedback and recommendations.

Project Results

The project has resulted in a Library Service Plan that recommends a peer-to-peer
parent support pilot project, inspired by focus group comments that parents from
similar backgrounds to those the library is trying to reach might most effectively impart
early literacy and kindergarten readiness information. One model for a program like this
is the Harlem Children’s Zone Baby College program, and potential partners for this
project are Self Enhancement Inc., Black Parent Initiative, and Healthy Birth Initiative.

The second recommendation of the Library Service Plan is enhanced community
outreach for existing library programs, which entails working with organizations and
businesses that serve the Black community to further spread the word about MCL’s
programs to bring books, stories, and early literacy information to children and families
outside library settings. One example is to provide training for Sunday/Church school
teachers about interactive reading techniques to encourage language development in
children.

The third issue addressed by the Library Service Plan is systematic barriers within
both the library and the schools. Within the library, strategies to lessen barriers include
more materials relevant and appealing to Black children and adults, programs featuring
components of African American culture (such as Hip Hop Story Time), evening and
weekend programs, and creating space for interactive play within children’s spaces.
Finding ways to communicate with African American parents via text, Facebook, and
other social media is another possible strategy. Although it’s more difficult for the
library to lessen barriers within schools, the Library Service Plan posits MCL as a partner
in helping schools find and support approaches to education that will work for African
American families, with the over-arching goal being to prepare all Multnomah County
children for school success.

Project Impact
| think the most significant impact of this project will be the relationships the

library has formed with leaders and stakeholders in the Black community. The process
of finding community partners and gathering input was thoughtfully and respectfully



undertaken, and | believe that the project is an appropriate response to the unsettling
numbers included in recent reports from the Urban League, Black Parent Initiative, and
the National Center for Education Statistics. Although there are no easy answers to
closing the achievement gap, | believe that this project is a significant step toward
letting families and community organizations know that the library is ready to be a
serious partner in preparing Black children for kindergarten, and beyond. | know that
programs reflecting Black culture are already being planning and implemented at the
North Portland and Kenton libraries, and steps like these will help spread the word to
the African American community that the library is a welcoming and fun place to be.

Suggestions for Improvement

A project like this, which includes so much community input and brainstorming, is
necessarily wide-ranging. Because the goal was a community-driven Library Service Plan,
building relationships and gathering a lot of information was the right approach. The
challenge for the library will now be to keep the momentum going, maintain enough
focus to follow through on the parts of the Library Service Plan that work, and have the
courage to retool any parts of the plan that may not be as successful in real life as they
seemed on paper.



