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“Prescribing Literacy Rx”

A doctor who merely focuses on the body and neglects the mind is a doctor who needs to reevaluate their profession.  You can’t focus on one and not acknowledge the other; the two are too deeply intertwined.  Prescribing Literacy Rx is a prescription plan meant to address and meet the needs of students in the West Chester Area School District, but also to meet the needs of the many children and families located in the low-income areas of Philadelphia.  It promotes literacy to all parties, while giving the students a taste of what it truly means to invest their time and resources to help others in a meaningful way. 

When the three of us began our venture into the world of student teaching at both Exton Elementary and Westtown-Thornbury Elementary, we discovered something interesting.  We discovered that it’s not always easy to determine students’ needs without first becoming accustomed to the students and school for a significant amount of time.  Upon further inquiry, we began to recognize the need in our schools to continue strengthening the interactions between our students and their communities.  We realized the importance between connecting the students’ learning to a purpose, and allowing them to see the importance of working and giving back to those in need.  This project served as the perfect platform to allow that sort of activity to take place!  Not limiting the needs to just the students involved at these two elementary schools, we recognized the needs of children and families all over the city of Philadelphia.  It was only a matter of time before our collaborative efforts would produce an idea worth consideration.
We decided that we would take our ideas to The Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia.  We knew that when children do things for other children, there are connections that are made.  They can relate to other children in a way that they may have difficulty doing with adults. CHOP currently hosts a national program titled Reach Out and Read.  The purpose of this program is to provide developmentally-appropriate books to children and families in low-income neighborhoods.  To prepare young children to succeed in school by promoting pre-literacy skills, the books are then prescribed by the health care professionals during the family’s wellness visits.  It’s not abnormal for volunteers to come in to model what reading aloud looks like for the parents of these children.  However, we came to find that there was a shortage of volunteers.  
The first part of our prescription plan focuses on this community need.  Students will address this need by using recordable books to record themselves modeling how to read-aloud to children and families.  They will work on their fluency by spending time practicing at home with their parents and reading aloud to students in younger grades before their final recording.  The focus will primarily be on pacing, inflection, intonation, and rhythm.
The second portion of this prescription plan focuses on meeting the book needs of Reach Out and Read.  Reach Out and Read is currently in need of 45,000 gently used books, and 27,000 brand new books, each year.  An astounding number!  Students at both of these schools will cooperate in a school-wide book drive. They will also create bookmarks depicting their favorite books with title, pictures, and a short summary or book blurb to encourage the receivers to continue reading.  This has also been opened up to the other eight elementary schools within the West Chester Area School District.  When the final deadline for the book drive comes to a close on December 7, 2011, the students of each class that partook in the creation of the recordable books will load the Van from CHOP on December 9, 2011, and take a picture to be publicized in the local newspaper.  Parental volunteers will be invited to sort and count the books with their children before the final pick-up date.

The final portion of Prescribing Literacy Rx’s prescription plan will include formal business letters written by the students.  While the need for Reach Out and Read is immense, we wanted students to act as personal advocates for the children located directly within the Children’s Hospital.  After obtaining a wish list from CHOP, students began to brainstorm different local stores and businesses that may be able to meet the donation needs on the list by December 14, 2011, the final deadline that the project will conclude.  They learned how to write formal business letters, and are currently in the process of creating rough and final drafts to be mailed, and e-mailed, to the businesses of their choice.  They use persuasive techniques that include giving information on the project by providing the purpose for it, what they were requesting (even if general), as well as thinking about the business advantages that would benefit their specific companies, should they choose to donate.  This particular part of the project has been differentiated for the students in 3rd grade, 3rd and 4th grade Learning Support, and 5th graders.  The 3rd and 4th graders will be composing a class letter to send out to several of the businesses.  The 5th graders have already spent some time researching local businesses and contact information online and have begun formulating their rough drafts.  They will follow through the entire letter as they prepare, send, and e-mail their final drafts.  Some parental involvement will be displayed on the home-front as students go through this process.  

This project addresses district curricula as well as the Pennsylvania State Standards.  Each grade level addresses reading, social studies, and even art to a small degree.  While the reading standards are the primary focus in this project, the importance of the PA Social Studies Standards regarding public service and the rights and responsibilities of citizens should not be ignored, and prove to be invaluable.  Other skills addressed include, but are not limited to: fluency, writing organization, sentence variety, mechanics, oral reading, using electronic search tools, creating media pieces, oral retelling, summarizing...etc.

Without community resources, we would struggle to successfully implement this project.  Aside from the multitude of businesses and resources that the students are contacting in regards to donations, the three of us have, and will continue, to spend some time networking and making our own connections as well.  The local Hallmark in Exton has offered to give parents a 25% discount on the requested recordable books.  We plan on visiting Wal-Mart, as well as local grocery stores to obtain boxes for the book drive.  We will be in contact with the local papers to come and take pictures, recognizing students for their efforts, while also helping to advertise Reach Out and Read to the local community.  We have also attempted to contact the following businesses to inquire about discounts and possible donations for the book drive: Barnes and Noble, Amazon.com, and The Chester County Book and Music Company.  In addition, we plan on visiting local used bookstores directly in the town of West Chester to request donations of gently-used books.

Full collaboration is a necessity in this project. Without the collective efforts of the three of us, this project would not be able to span and unite the two schools in the common goal that it has.  That collaboration however does not end with us. We need, and have employed the help and support of the faculty employed at both of our schools.  Principals, teachers, librarians, and staff, must be on board and willing participants with the book drive for it to be a success.  Without the parents and their willingness to donate recordable books and help with the book drive, this would be a costly and immense undertaking.  We have had to have open communication with The Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia and Reach Out and Read as we work together to meet the needs of the children and families that this prescription plan addresses. Even the students understand the purpose of collaboration as they strive to reach out and create relationships with businesses that may be able to serve them in their plight to help other children. We have opened up communication across the district as we attempt to employ the other Elementary Schools in our mission for the book drive as well.  Without these countless alliances, this project would cease to exist.

There are several ways that we will assess the success of this project.  As far as addressing student needs directly correlated to the standards related to improving their fluency and writing skills, we will use a variety of assessment measures varying between rubrics and formative assessment techniques. Through the use of observation and varied higher-level questioning methods, we will use the feedback that we receive to inform further instruction in the areas that may require more focus.  However, our primary goal in this project is for students to see and understand the importance of taking a personal role in giving back and interacting within their community.  To assess this, we will provide a reflection form that will allow students the opportunity to share what they learned, how the project made them feel, and how they plan on using the knowledge of what they have learned to propel them towards helping others and getting involved in their community in the future.  We will allow students to fill these reflections out anonymously in hopes of increasing honesty in how they perceived the project.  We will also provide questions asking them what they felt may have been confusing or difficult about the project, and how they would improve or change it for future years.  
Based on the different assessment measures, we will take that knowledge to determine future instruction and planning.  Whether we decide to continue implementing this prescription plan in the future or not, we will have networked and created contacts that may prove to be valuable in future endeavors that may allow us to continue working with these organizations and companies again.  We also plan on taking extensive notes on what may have worked, or did not work so well based on the student’s responses, as well as our own observations to change any necessary features of the project.

It takes time to evaluate the needs and resources that we have.  As student teachers, it would have been difficult to determine the needs of the students, let alone the school, without spending a substantial amount of time investing ourselves into the fabric of these institutions.  We recognized the importance of strengthening community ties with our students, and the need to address certain standards throughout the year. By tying these two segments together and giving students a purpose to their learning that resonates on a personal level, we are striving to provide an opportunity for students to directly involve themselves in making a difference within the community. Upon discovering these needs, the knowledge of what resources would be most beneficial to our mission served to drive us closer to how we could connect with them to fulfill those specific needs of both the students, and families we hope to serve.

We have learned that without collaboration, taking on a project of this scale and magnitude would be nearly impossible.  It takes cooperation on all parties involved, the accepting of ideas and suggestions, and the help of many to be a success.  There is a generous amount of planning that goes into something like this, which is why it is so important to stay focused, cooperate and work together, so that the use of your time is always efficient.

A prescription is simply a recipe. When there is a need, medicine is often prescribed to help, fix, or cure that need.  Our students have the need to connect their learning with real-life purpose.  They have a need to see the importance of giving back to the community, and to personally get involved. The children and families located in the low-income neighborhoods that are served by Reach Out and Read’s health care facilities also have a need. They have a need for literacy.  They have a need to succeed in school so that they will have more opportunities to flourish as they grow.  We have a need. We have a need to recognize the importance of fostering our youth to advocate for others and to stress the importance of what it truly means to be a citizen of this great country. Finally, we have a need to be educators that go above and beyond for our students to help meet their needs, which in turn meet our own.  A prescription plan that may need tweaking from time to time, but one worth trying if it proves to make a difference.
