Program aims to ‘immunize children against illiteracy’

Reading may be just what the doctor orders for area children thanks to a new literacy program partnering local Smart Start offices with pediatric clinics in Vance and surrounding counties.

Moving forward on an $18,000 state grant, Franklin-Granville-Vance Smart Start is bringing books and an action plan to three North Carolina Pediatric Associates locations and the Franklin County Health Department.

The Reach Out and Read program plan is to have books available in waiting rooms, then give a book as a parting gift to get the reading habit started. Pediatricians will also encourage parents to read daily to their children ages newborn to 5 years.

“The Reach Out and Read program promotes early literacy and school readiness in the pediatric practice setting,” said Garry Daeke with Smart Start. “Pediatricians will give new books to children and advice to parents about the importance of reading.”

Daeke characterized the program as an effort to “immunize children against illiteracy,” because studies show that reading daily to children has a positive impact on child development.

“Children who are read to during the first years of life are much more likely to develop early language and cognitive skills and are better prepared for school success,” Daeke said. “Research also suggests that the nurturing one-on-one attention given during ‘reading aloud’ sessions can help children cope during times of stress and tragedy.”

Michelle Campbell is Smart Start’s Reach Out and Read program coordinator and a mom who makes reading to her children a daily habit.

“I strongly believe in early literacy, and read to my children every day,” Campbell said. “I look up to my pediatrician for my kids, and I believe other parents do also.”

With the endorsement of a doctor, book in hand, parents are more likely to catch on to the importance of reading, Campbell said.

Dr. DeLouis Terlonge Jr. said that his experience with Reach Out and Read dates to his residency years in Miami and Houston, where he saw it work wonders for families that had not been reading to their children before.

Terlonge said he came to the Henderson area asking about Reach Out and Read in 2008, so when Smart Start contacted him about helping, they found an activist for the cause.

“I loved it, patients loved it too. It was one of the best interventions I had seen, very effective,” Terlonge said. “Parents said that getting a book was much better than getting candy at the end of a visit.

“I would ask about how their child is doing with reading skills, ABCs, their interest in books,” he said. “It becomes a very natural discussion.”

With a little more information about the benefits of reading, the gift of the book, and with knowing that their doctor might check up on how the reading is going the next time they visit, parents feel a strong push to make reading a habit.

Cynthia Chavis, visiting Dr. Terlonge with her grandson, Jerimiah Bobbit, 4, on Thursday, said she felt including literacy as an emphasis at the doctor’s office was a positive reinforcement for what she knows is the right thing to do.

“I think it’s great,” Chavis said. “We work on that in our home, and Jerimiah knows his ABCs, counting to 20. It’s great to have this going on at the doctor’s office too.”

Daeke said that Smart Start organizes Reach Out and Read as an addition to its existing Assuring Better Child health Development program that promotes school readiness.

ABCD has been working with primary healthcare professionals since 2010 to use standardized tools to identify children who are at-risk for developmental delays, Daeke said.

ABCD Coordinator Marla Smith said that Reach Out and Read is a great way to extend what her office has been doing already.

The program is just in its pilot stage now, with a grant requirement to fund it with $10,000 in local money as a match.

“We’ll be appealing to the public to help move this forward,” Smith said. “We will also utilize some of the funds raised at our annual Ducky Derby fundraiser.”

Smith provides training and on-site technical assistance to local medical practices to facilitate the identification of children who may benefit from early intervention services and assists with follow up and referrals.

Daeke said about 16 percent of children 5 and under in Franklin, Granville, and Vance counties have a developmental delay and would benefit from early intervention services.

Daeke added that only 49 percent of young children in North Carolina are read to daily, with the percentage dropping to 44 among low-income children.

Smith estimated that the Reach Out and Read program, though just in its pilot stage, stands to reach more than 1,000 children through the four locations.

The pediatrician waiting-room reading corner and literacy videos are provided by Smart Start, using the existing waiting room televisions.

“Smart Start will also be seeking community volunteers to read to children while they are in the waiting room,” Daeke said.

For more information about ABCD or Reach Out and Read, call FGV Smart Start at (252) 433-9110 or look for these programs at www.fgvpartnership.org. 

