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TABLE OF CONTENTS INTRODUCTION
United Way’s signature education initiative to recruit volunteer “Readers, Tutors, Mentors,” is 

mobilizing individuals across the U.S. to make a difference in education. Caring volunteers working 

with students of all ages have the power to help kids boost academic achievement and put young 

people on track for a bright future. 

Launched on United Way Day of Action 2011 on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., Readers, Tutors, 

Mentors issues a simple call to action: pledge to become a volunteer reader, tutor or mentor. Volunteer 

recruitment and engagement with United Way’s many partners and through our own programs have 

been substantial. To date, nearly 350,000 individuals have taken the pledge and that number will grow. 

Behind this initiative are more than 635 United Ways who have made it a core part of their work and 

are helping to transform their communities and raise the bar for an entire generation of students. 

Volunteers across the nation are supporting cradle-to-career education strategies that provide a firm 

foundation at an early age and help children develop into successful adults who can contribute to 

their communities. 

The pages which follow highlight the successful work of some United Ways relating to the Readers, 

Tutors, Mentors initiative. Their activities range from book drives, to reading programs, to mock inter-

views and tutoring programs that show results.  United Ways are working with schools to provide 

holistic on-site services, such as physical, and mental health services and developing and advocating 

for comprehensive community schools strategies. Other United Ways are improving school readiness 

and increasing math and reading levels. Many have found ways to leverage AmeriCorps members and 

engage in cross-sector collaborations. 

All of these approaches are building momentum behind United Way’s effort to shine a light on the 

invaluable role volunteers can play in improving educational outcomes, the high school graduation rate 

and our communities overall. The initiative provides year-round opportunities to develop and deepen 

strong individual, group and corporate relationships with United Way and engage with local partners 

beyond one-way funding relationships. The Readers, Tutors, Mentors initiatives’ added benefit is that 

it provides a platform for United Ways to engage in strategic volunteer engagement, which is essential 

to advancing the common good and achieving our mission.

Ultimately, the great work of community partners, volunteers and donors behind Readers, Tutors, 

Mentors will expand opportunities and produce results that go far beyond one child, and far beyond 

one community, as we leverage this initiative to inform our future work in education, income and health. 
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United Way of San Diego County works to 

ensure that every child has access to a quality 

education, starting with the ability to read well 

by fourth grade. That’s because children are 

learning to read for the first few years of school, 

and after fourth grade they’re reading to learn. 

Early grade reading proficiency is directly linked 

to success in high school and graduation rates. 

United Way’s Volunteer Challenge for readers, 

tutors and mentors has resulted in both 

improved reading proficiency and improved 

grades in math and science among San Diego 

County elementary school students. United 

Way has recruited over 6,100 volunteer readers, 

tutors and mentors. United Way has identified 

several community organizations that need 

volunteers – some with waiting lists of students 

needing support. Through an online database of 

more than 74 agencies and 137 long- and short-

term volunteer opportunities, people who have 

pledged are matched to an opportunity that best 

suits their interests, skill sets and schedule. 

In addition to long- and short-term opportuni-

ties, United Way has led successful episodic 

activities that support educational success for 

youth. For example, over 20 volunteers partici-

pated in a “speed mentoring” session with teens 

as part of a Community Housing Work’s after-

school program. United Way volunteers from 

local employers coached youth in developing 

interview skills and soft skills, such as direct 

eye contact, firm handshakes, and offered tips 

for the college application process. Melissa 

Watkins of San Diego County Credit Union 

signed up to help with mock interviews. She 

interviewed Diego, one of six young people in 

her group, and was so impressed with him that 

she set up a real interview with her employer.  

In less than a month, the credit union had a new 

employee.  United Way’s Day of Action book 

drive also engages hundreds of volunteers 

to assemble book bags with bilingual books, 

personalized notes on bookmarks for kids and 

reading tips for parents. To date, 45,000 books 

have been distributed to community partners so 

young readers all over the county can keep up 

their reading skills while school is out for the 

summer months. 

The Women’s Leadership Council (WLC) also 

has responded to United Way’s call to action to 

support youth education. WLC’s newly estab-

lished Women United Fund invested in Running 

Readers, a program housed in 17 affordable 

housing complexes that focuses on building self-

esteem and improving literacy skills for Kinder-

garten through third grade students. Along with 

other adult volunteers, WLC members spend one 

evening a month as a guest reader at Running 

Readers’ Family Nights. This includes reading 

aloud, shared reading and interactive activities 

with children and their families.

READERS, TUTORS, MENTORS2

JOINING FORCES FOR EDUCATION: ONE CHILD AT A TIME
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SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA
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United Way of San Diego County partners 

and volunteers share the view that the way to 

improve children’s lives is by mobilizing the 

caring power of community. Their investment, 

time and commitment helps to advance the 

common good by creating lasting, sustainable 

changes that lead to better, stronger places to 

live and work. Anyone with passion and commit-

ment can help a young person achieve greater 

academic success. The San Diego County 

community knows what it means to LIVE UNITED. 

For more information, contact Adina Veen, 
Volunteer Manager, at Aveen@uwsd.org.
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The community in Hartford has dramatically 

improved education by focusing on school readi-

ness, academic achievement, youth leadership 

skills and parent education. As a result, 87 

percent of 2,300 children in quality early child-

hood education programs have gained counting, 

literacy and other skills needed to succeed in 

kindergarten; 80 percent of 5,000 youth have 

improved their study habits and developed other 

skills needed for long-term academic success; 

and 78 percent of 3,700 youth have improved 

their academic performance after participating in 

a range of after-school programs. In Hartford, the 

next generation of teachers, doctors, engineers 

and leaders are well on their way to success in 

school, work and life. 

This kind of positive community change is only 

possible when people within the community step 

up to become part of a lasting solution – people 

like Sean Hughes, who didn’t quite know what to 

expect when he became a volunteer reader last 

EDUCATION: LIFTING UP PEOPLE AND COMMUNITIES
UNITED WAY OF CENTRAL AND NORTHEASTERN CONNECTICUT

 HARTFORD, CONNECTICUT
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fall. As a parent, he understood the importance 

of developing reading and literacy skills early 

on in life, but it wasn’t until he got involved at 

Alfred E. Burr School in Hartford that he real-

ized how much of an impact he could have on 

children’s lives. Just by showing up each week, 

he became a hero in the eyes of the two second-

grade girls he was helping. Throughout the 

process, the school provided Sean and other 

adult readers with the tools they needed to 

volunteer and really make a difference, including 

books, reading comprehension and learning 

strategies, and essential academic information 

about the students. 

United Way of Central and Nor theastern 

Connecticut understands how reading with 

children empowers them to succeed early in 

life. That is why over the past year, United Way 

has recruited nearly 275 volunteers like Sean 

Hughes from 40 local workplaces to spend over 

1,000 hours reading with children one-on-one 

to build vocabulary and comprehension skills. 

These skills are crucial for children to read at 

grade level by third grade, graduate high school 

on time and succeed in life. 

United Way’s focus on education extends beyond 

the classroom. For example, United Way has 

taken a leadership role in the Campaigns for 

Grade-Level Reading in Hartford and New Britain 

to create systems changes that will help more 

children learn to read. United Way also supports 

Hartford Partnership for Student Success, which 

has connected community schools with a lead 

agency that coordinates on-site holistic services 

such as physical and mental health services, 

youth development beyond regular school hours, 

life-long learning and enrichment programs for 

adults (parents and members of the community), 

parent engagement in school governance, and 

civic engagement. The partnership advocates 

for policies designed to expand a community 

schools strategy across the state of Connecticut. 

United Way also engages volunteers to raise 

awareness about issues such as the importance 

of staying on track academically over the summer 

and attending school regularly. Volunteers and 

community service are at the heart of Hart-

ford’s Summer Learning Day, which combines 

the United Way Day of Action and Family Book 

Festival. Day of Action brings together volun-

teers, readers, tutors and young people, placing 

a special emphasis on early literacy and summer 

learning – both crucial to ensuring that children 

grow up to be productive adults who give back 

and raise successful children of their own.

We all benefit when more youth graduate high 

school on time. United Way remains committed 

to recruiting additional volunteer readers, tutors 

and mentors with a focus on getting children 

ready for school and helping them succeed in 

the long-term. When we come together to create 

a strong foundation for early education, we can 

lift up children throughout the community. 

For more information contact Jennifer 
Gifford, Director, Community Engagement at 
jgifford@unitedwayinc.org. 
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The community in Columbus, Indiana envisions 

a place where all children receive the support 

they need inside and outside of the classroom 

through quality education that offers a pathway 

to a brighter tomorrow. As a result, hundreds 

of low income children attend affordable, high 

quality childcare through United Way partner 

agencies and more than 5,250 children are 

supported in after-school care, tutoring and 

mentoring programs. United Way of Bartholomew 

County supports over 75 programs that help 

more than 20,000 children and adults each 

year. Through the dedicated efforts of partners 

and volunteers, children in their community are 

well on their way to improving reading scores; 

getting prepared to enter school at the same 

level as peers from higher income families; and 

increasing math and reading levels through inno-

vating approaches and strategic partnerships. 

For the past six years, United Way has lever-

aged AmeriCorps members to support their 

education initiative. AmeriCorps members are 

trained as volunteer resource managers and 

placed with local non-profit organizations to 

build structured and sustainable volunteer 

programs in support of readers, tutors and 

mentors for children. Working in partnership with 

the Bartholomew Consolidated School Corpora-

tion, United Way places AmeriCorps members 

as resource managers in two programs – Book 

Buddies, a volunteer tutoring program that helps 

second grade students improve their reading 

skills; and Minds on Math, a volunteer program 

where mentors help fourth grade students with 

specific math curriculum. The resource managers 

are responsible for recruiting, training and 

managing volunteers that support students in 

their academic growth. The impact has been 

tremendous. For example, Book Buddies has a 

92 percent success rate of children reading at or 

above grade level by the end of the school year 

and has doubled the number of volunteers each 

year. While the turnover rate of volunteer reten-

tion has varied for both programs, United Way 

attributes this to time constraints that volunteers 

encounter during their workday. Essentially, their 

volunteers find it more convenient to visit the 

schools during lunch instead of after school.

United Way continuously seeks to support 

education in other innovative ways. Based 

on data that the graduation rates were low in 

Bartholomew County, iGrad, a collaborative 

effort between United Way, county schools and 

local companies was created. iGrad is a unique 

program embedded in Bartholomew County 

Schools with the overall goal of achieving a high 

school graduation rate of 100 percent by 2017. 

Formed as a partnership between Cummins Inc., 

the Community Education Coalition and Ivy Tech 

Community College – Columbus/Franklin, iGrad 

serves nearly 800 students by providing gradu-

ation coaches, mentors and tutors to help 8th 

READERS, TUTORS, MENTORS6
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through 12th graders navigate any barriers they 

experience throughout their academic career. 

Once again, AmeriCorps members were a key 

resource for setting up the volunteer program –  

f rom identif ying par ticipating schools to 

recruiting, screening and training coaches, 

tutors and mentors. The consistency of utilizing 

AmeriCorps members for the development and 

implementation of iGrad has attributed to the 

early success of the program.

Clearly, it  takes an entire communit y to 

make a difference – we are all connected and 

interdependent. United Way of Bartholomew 

County demonstrates a deep understanding of 

community needs and addresses those needs 

using dynamic programming that creates 

lasting positive change for children. By serving 

as a catalyst and leader, United Way fosters a 

healthy prosperous community for families in 

Columbus, Indiana. 

For more information, contact Angie Huebel, 
Volunteer Action Center Director, at 
ahuebel@uwbarthco.org.
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Quality early education is the foundation for 

a child’s long-term success. Research shows 

that when kids are connected to positive activi-

ties and adult role models, they do better in 

school, and are less likely to do drugs or drink 

alcohol. The learning opportunities children 

enjoy at the beginning of their lives will serve 

them for the rest of their lives, and that is why 

Greater Mankato Area United Way is committed 

to creating lasting solutions for early childhood 

education. United Way has helped increase 

mentoring opportunities for youth by supporting 

youth agencies like the YWCA’s Girls on the Run 

Program, which connects over 400 girls to adult 

coaches/mentors who teach a message of self-

respect & healthy living; and the YMCA’s Brother/

Sister Program, which matches over 180 youth 

one-on-one with a caring adult mentor. As a 

result, 68 percent of Mankato’s youth who have 

a mentor report an increase in self-confidence 

and feel they have more options for the future; 

62 percent have better classroom behavior; and 

66 percent feel that there are adults who care.

CONNECTING KIDS TO ESSENTIAL LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
GREATER MANKATO AREA UNITED WAY

MANKATO, MINNESOTA
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Initiated in 2012, United Way has combined 

a volunteer recruitment component, specifi-

cally mentoring, with its annual fundraising 

campaign. Working in collaboration with the 

YMCA, Mankato School District and area busi-

nesses, United Way has launched a mentoring 

initiative that expanded the YMCA’s Brother/

Sister program to include school-based 

mentoring which makes it easier for employees 

to mentor students once a week during lunch or 

other school activities. As one mentor recalls, 

“The first day I showed up to have lunch and 

meet my mentee, an adorable little second 

grader with big brown eyes and a wide grin who 

had been waiting for me came bouncing up to 

me exclaiming, “My mentor! My friend!” Every 

Wednesday, I get away from the office for an 

hour and go meet this sweet little kid. We have 

lunch, run around the playground, read, play 

games, do crafts, talk about our week. Every 

time I come, she bounds at me with that grin. 

She struggles with reading so we work on that; 

we talk about things we like; I encourage her;  

we color and plan...one of the most important 

things I can do is show up. Every week. On time. 

Just for her.”

Recent data from a Developmental Assets 

Profile survey indicated that one out of four 

young people in the Mankato area report they 

are not connected to positive adult role models.  

As such, United Way continuously identifies 

ways to support children with experiences that 

strengthen their social skills and develop mean-

ingful relationships with peers and adults. For 

example, United Way, along with local founda-

tions, is supporting efforts of YMCA Mankato 

in the early stages of planning and developing a 

new youth center that would serve an additional 

100 youth per day in a new service region. Ulti-

mately, this will offer additional out-of-school-

time support and provide a promising future for 

more youth in Mankato. In addition, United Way 

created Connecting Kids, a scholarship assis-

tance program that helps children and youth 

get connected to positive youth development 

and enrichment experiences throughout the 

greater Mankato area. It includes helping fami-

lies to find the right opportunities for their chil-

dren, assisting with registration of after-school 

programs, helping with getting necessary equip-

ment and uniforms and covering cover participa-

tion fees for activities.

The research underscores the importance 

of investing in the success of today’s youth. 

Greater Mankato Area United Way is committed 

to recruiting 300 volunteer readers, tutors and 

mentors in 2014, with a focus on getting children 

hooked on reading at an early age. When the 

community comes together around a common 

vision, common agenda, and common path 

forward, we can build more opportunity for all. 

For more information, contact Elizabeth 
Harstad, Director of Community Impact, at 
elizabethh@mankatounitedway.org.
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Quality education is a priority to the citizens 

of Berks County, and early grade reading profi-

ciency is a particularly important indicator of 

academic and future success. Children that 

start school ready to learn and continue to stay 

on track as they grow, have better chances of 

being self-sufficient as adults. In the 2012–

2013 school year, 73 percent of all Berks County 

3rd graders were proficient or better readers, 

which is quite promising. Still, United Way 

of Berks County is committed to supporting 

programs that help children and youth achieve 

their educational potential. Whether it is 

promoting quality early child care and education 

to help prepare children for school, or supporting 

programs that help children and older youth 

develop age-appropriate life skills, United Way’s 

work is focused on helping younger generations  

receive the education they need to experience 

success now and in the future. 

In 2012, United Way launched Ready. Set. READ!, 

a community-wide tutoring program that is 

focused on increasing third-grade reading profi-

ciency to 90 percent by 2023. As of February 

2013, United Way had recruited and trained 

more than 250 volunteers, including corporate 

employees, college students, retired educa-

tors and community members, who volunteer 

at 20 elementary schools within eight school 

districts. In addition to the commitment of the 

volunteers, the program is succeeding due to the 

support of a range of key stakeholders in Berks 

County. For example, local corporations provide 

employee release time and cover the cost for 

their employees’ volunteer background checks. 

A local newspaper promotes volunteer opportu-

nities for the program though pro-bono full- and 

half-page advertisements. United Way manages 

AmeriCorps members who encourage ongoing 

volunteer engagement by using social media 

to keep tutors apprised of the program goals, 

outcomes and best practices.

In the tutoring sessions, volunteers read with 

2nd grade students, work on activity sheets and 

practice sight words. As a result, initial findings 

show students have experienced an increase 

in “words per minute reading” which impacts 

reading accuracy. This kind of positive change is 

SCHOOL READINESS: FUTURE PREPAREDNESS
UNITED WAY OF BERKS COUNTY

READING, PENNSYLVANIA
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only possible when people within the community 

step up to become part of a lasting solution. For 

example, Carol was inspired to become a tutor 

because of her love for reading...a gift she hopes 

to pass on to children. She recalls how exciting 

the first day was because the children and the 

tutors were all eager to be matched. The best 

part of the first day was when she was paired up 

with her student and he said “Yes!’” Carol looks 

forward to watching her student’s academic 

growth and to seeing his eager smile each week. 

For Carol this is priceless. For him it means a 

pathway to a brighter future and a better chance 

of being a self-sufficient adult.

There is no doubt that the education and experi-

ences of our young people will shape our commu-

nity’s future. We all win when a child succeeds 

in school and has access to people who can 

help them become responsible and productive 

citizens. The benefits of Ready. Set. READ! will 

ripple throughout Berks County, resulting in a 

stronger community. United, we can all be part 

of the change we seek.

For more information, contact Pat Giles, 
Senior Vice President, Community Impact, at 
patgiles@uwberks.org.
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United Way of the Mid-South is dedicated 

to improving outcomes in education and 

development for every child across its eight-

county network area. The results of United Way’s 

work in improving education are impressive. 

More than 37,567 youth received support for 

academic achievement, social skills and job 

readiness in 2013. In one sample, 50 percent 

of students achieved a 3.0 GPA by the end 

of the year. Average reading scores in all 

counties served improved from 57 percent to 

79 percent. In addition, 1,114 children attended 

four high-quality early childhood programs of 

which 98 percent received improved scores on 

assessments in cognitive, language and physical 

development. These outcomes clearly indicate 

United Way is on the right path to helping 

students improve performance from the previous 

school year while simultaneously addressing the 

need for greater early learning.

In 2012 United Way partnered with Memphis City 

Schools to create “Team Read.” The program is 

designed to provide second-grade students 

IMPROVING EDUCATION NOW LEADS TO SUCCESS LATER
UNITED WAY OF THE MID-SOUTH

MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE
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with one-on-one tutoring sessions that focus on 

strengthening reading skills through activities 

based on sight words, which are essential 

to reading with comprehension. United Way 

President, Bryce Haugskahl and staff members 

serve as tutors, and United Way recruited 

other volunteers through corporate partners. 

FedEx, for example, provided volunteers and 

contributed financially for supplies including 

desks, chairs and other equipment for students. 

Volunteer tutors are asked to commit to one hour 

per week for 22 weeks. Following improvements 

in standardized test scores at the pilot school, 

Team Read was expanded to 13 additional 

elementary schools.

United Way’s focus on education extends beyond 

the classroom. Whether it’s equipping volunteers 

with specific skills or making the right connec-

tion for a young person to receive mentoring 

support, United Way’s focus remains the same 

– improve the education of children in the Mid-

South community. Take for instance Marcus’ 

journey to a brighter future. At age 13, Marcus 

had been diagnosed ADHD and was having diffi-

culty in school. Looking for help and support 

for her son, Marcus’ mom contacted one of 

United Way’s partner agencies that specializes 

in mentoring. A few weeks later, Marcus was 

matched with his mentor Ben, an executive with 

a local supermarket chain. After weeks of consis-

tent visits to the library and shared cultural expe-

riences, the mentoring relationship positively 

impacted Marcus’s schoolwork, outlook on his 

studies and his goals in life. Studies show that 

mentors require ongoing support. For the past 

several years, United Way partnered with Shelby 

County Schools, Literacy Mid-South, and Urban 

Youth Initiative to offer additional training oppor-

tunities for local tutors and mentors. The free 

monthly sessions are open to the public so that 

volunteers can gain new mentoring skills and 

tutoring techniques to strengthen their relation-

ship with their students. 

Inspiring stories like this are a constant reminder 

that working together, we can advance the 

common good. United Way recognizes that 

educational success is the foundation for 

building meaningful pathways for youth and 

creating thriving communities. The great work 

of partners, volunteers and donors makes the 

counties served by United Way of the Mid-South 

a better place to work and live.

For more information, contact  
Letitia Robertson, Senior Associate, 
Community Impact, at  
letitia.robertson@uwmidsouth.org.
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A two-year study found that elementary school 

children enrolled in the Madison Metropolitan 

School District’s Schools of Hope tutoring 

project have made greater strides in their 

reading than peers who didn’t participate. The 

study – conducted by University of Wisconsin-

Madison researcher Annalee Good and released 

in February 2013 – showed several areas of 

achievement in the program, including improved 

literacy skills, effective use of skilled volun-

teers, and the value that teachers place on the 

program. It also shows that extra and individu-

alized attention for struggling students does 

indeed help them improve. These results come 

as no surprise to United Way of Dane County, 

which has been partnering with Schools of Hope 

to eliminate the racial achievement gap and 

empower all students to succeed in school and 

in life.

United Way pursues three main strategies to 

ensure more children in Dane County have 

a strong foundation for long-term academic 

success: 1) parental education and support; 2) 

United Way learning and play sites; and 3) high-

quality early childhood education. An essential 

part of this overarching set of strategies is United 

Way’s Growing Up Getting Ready Community 

Solution Team, which works with the Schools 

of Hope partners to place volunteer tutors in 

schools and provide one-on-one interaction with 

students. United Way is currently expanding the 

success of Schools of Hope into areas outside 

of Madison, with the goal of reducing the racial 

achievement gap in Sun Prairie and Verona. In 

Sun Prairie, 50 volunteer tutors were recruited 

and trained in the first six months, helping 98 

students improve their reading skills.

Another strong example of United Way’s 

strategies in action are learning and play sites 

that make it possible for caregivers to be their 

child’s first teacher through regular participatory 

play. Funded by the Caritas Foundation, United 

Way Born Learning Mobile Play and Learn 

reaches five sites throughout Dane County. 

Consider the case of 74 year-old Donna, who was 

concerned about her granddaughter Kalyna’s 

development while her mother works full-time. 

Thanks to weekly visits to a United Way Mobile 

Play and Learn site, Donna has the tools to 

help Kalyna grow and thrive. Donna knew how 

SCHOOLS OF HOPE:  
TUTORING THAT PRODUCES CONCRETE RESULTS

UNITED WAY OF DANE COUNTY
 MADISON, WISCONSIN
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important it was for Kalyna to spend time with 

children her own age and improve her social 

skills. With the tools Donna has garnered from 

her visits to the United Way Mobile Play and 

Learn site, she is now able to bring the lessons 

she learns home, so she can continue teaching 

Kalyna as they play together.

United Way of Dane County is moving its 

community in the right direction, but there is 

more to do. Thousands of students in and around 

the Madison district could improve their reading 

with the help of tutors, and United Way of Dane 

County is working to recruit more volunteers 

this year. Schools of Hope is a testament to the 

fact that we can improve lives and strengthen 

communities when people and organizations 

come together to get things done. 

For more information contact Kathy Hubbard, 
Director Community Building, at kathyh@
uwdc.org.
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4United Way Worldwide
701 North Fairfax Street
Alexandria, Virginia 22314 U.S.A.
UnitedWay.org

For more information, contact:   

MEI COBB 
Volunteer Engagement Director 
Mei.Cobb@UnitedWay.org

JEFF BRADY 
Volunteer Engagement Manager 
Jeff.Brady@UnitedWay.org

MEGHAN BERKA 
Education AmeriCorps VISTA Project Coordinator 
Meghan.Berka@UnitedWay.org 

 


