
eading to
SOFIA

HOW CALIFORNIA MASONS, RAISING A READER, A SPECIAL SCHOOL, & TWO 
DEDICATED PARENTS BROUGHT THE JOY OF READING TO ONE YOUNG GIRL 

BY Heather Boerner
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Books have not been easy for Sofia Gonzalez. 

The San Diego kindergartner has classic 

autism, which means that at 6, she is still 

learning to carry on conversations and has a hard 

time associating objects with the words used to de-

scribe them. So when Sofia was 2, she couldn’t do a 

lot of what most toddlers could – she couldn’t point 

to the apple or the cupcake in Eric Carle’s children’s 

story “The Very Hungry Caterpillar” as her mother, 

Patty Gonzalez, read it aloud. 

Sofia could look at the pictures or she could 

engage with the story, but she couldn’t do 

both at once. Then Gonzalez had an idea: to 

give Sophia a “job.” Gonzalez photocopied 

every illustration in the book and had the 

objects laminated and pasted with Velcro. 

While Gonzalez read, her daughter could stick 

the apple on the apple; the cupcake on the

Continued next page
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of the students with a red RAR book bag, that’s been the true 

game-changer.

MAKING A PROFOUND IMPACT

M any programs pump books into student hands. 

Fewer account for what happens next, when the 

child brings those books home. Do the books sit, 

untouched, in a corner? Do the children know how to use them? 

Do the parents?

Gabrielle Miller is RAR’s national executive director. “Not 

all families realize the importance of reading,” she explains. 

“Many don’t have the economic resources to have books in the 

home. They may not have the resources to drive in the car to 

the library to borrow books. Maybe they’re intimidated by the 

library. When children bring books home, parents need to know 

cupcake; and so forth. It took a lot of repeti-

tion for Sophia to get the hang of it, but she 

finally grasped the basics of reading. 

“That’s why it’s so special to us that now, 

Sophia comes home with a book bag and 

at bedtime, she says, ‘These are my books. 

I want to read this book again,’” explains 

Gonzalez. “That first time she said this, 

my husband and I realized, ‘Look how far 

we’ve come.’” 

Sofia’s progress is in no small part due 

to the Raising A Reader (RAR) literacy 

program, and to the California Masonic 

Foundation (the Foundation), which 

brought the program to her school. Since 

January 2012, some 2,500 California stu-

dents can say the same, and that number is 

rising. The fraternity is on track to raise $1.2 

million over three years, bringing RAR to 

communities across California and 50,000 

children throughout the state.

Family tops all other influences in a 

child’s educational success. Take, for ex-

ample, a child whose parents have high 

school diplomas, and a child whose par-

ents do not. Typically, there would be a 

wide achievement gap between these two 

children. But a Harvard study showed that 

as long as the second set of parents – those 

without the diplomas – were engaged in 

their child’s education from kindergarten 

through third grade, that achievement gap 

was completely eliminated. Parent involve-

ment trumps any disadvantages.

Sofia’s parents intuitively knew this. 

Many other parents – more than one 

might imagine – do not. For the majority 

BUT I DON’T OFTEN SEE THEM ADAPT 
WHAT THEY’RE DOING. 

THE MASONS ARE ADAPTING.

ABOUT FAMILY ENGAGEMENT,

Gabrielle Miller  
RAR National Executive Director
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to be involved have been encouraged to do 

what they can in their communities to pro-

mote literacy, up to and including raising 

enough money to bring Raising A Reader to 

their towns without council support. Vesper 

Lodge No. 84 in Red Bluff is the first that 

has done so.

“I hear people talking about family en-

gagement, but I don’t often see them adapt 

what they’re doing,” Miller says. “The 

Masons are adapting. They’re building a 

long-term system around it. They’re making 

an investment.”

SAVING OURSELVES

C entral Elementary School is a 

Title 1 school, which means that 

100 percent of her students live 

at or below the poverty line. The neighbor-

hood where Central is located, San Diego’s 

City Heights, is hemmed in on the west 

and south by freeways. Eighty percent of 

what to do with those books. You need to provide the kind of 

support that families need.”

When RAR enters a school, a few things enter with it. One is 

a collection of red book bags; these are for the students. Another 

is a team of trainers. The trainers are for the parents, not the 

teachers or the students. 

In two, three, or four trainings, parents learn the basics of 

language and literacy development. They see an example of 

how a child’s brain becomes active and grows when they share 

books at home. They learn simple ways to do this, even if they 

themselves can’t read or are not fluent in English. They learn 

why these activities are so important, and how the positive ef-

fects will ripple throughout their child’s entire life. 

“At our heart, what RAR is really doing is getting families to 

set routines around reading together,” says Georganne Morin, 

senior director of programs, West Coast. “This is a precursor 

to homework. If families are already used to reading with their 

children every evening, it will become a natural extension to 

check on homework at night when those children reach upper 

grade levels.”

It’s simple cause-and-effect: Family engagement affects 

academic success. In study after study, parents who have been 

through RAR spend significantly more time reading with their 

child and building literacy skills at home. As a direct effect, 

their children show remarkable gains in school.

California Masons are driving the bus on RAR in California 

public schools. They climbed behind the wheel two years ago, 

when the Foundation went in search of a program that would 

lay the groundwork for not just literacy, but lifelong learning. 

RAR emerged as the clear answer. 

To spread RAR’s program through the state, committees of 

Masons, called Public School Advisory Councils (PSACs), have 

convened in San Diego, San Francisco, the Bay Area’s South Bay, 

Orange County, the Inland Empire, and the Pasadena-Glendale-

Burbank area to raise funds, identify schools, hold Public 

Schools Month kickoff celebrations, and work on strengthening 

the Foundation’s larger commitment to bolster California’s pub-

lic education system. Masons outside of these areas who want Continued next page
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residents are renters and 44 percent are foreign born, hailing 

from locales as disparate as Vietnam, Somalia, and Mexico. 

And just about all students swing by the school nurse’s office 

at lunchtime in search of a new pair of shoes or a winter coat. 

Cynthia Marten is the principal here. Marten spent seven 

years at her previous school as a credentialed reading special-

ist. She knows how to deconstruct a children’s book to discern 

how its components work together to deliver a meaningful 

family literacy moment – or not. When it comes to family en-

gagement, programs have to be short on moralizing and long 

on tools for parents. 

“I haven’t, in my 23 years as an educator, met a parent 

who doesn’t care about their child,” Marten says. “Parents 

may come to school under the influence. They may be in-

carcerated, deported, or completely disassociated from their 

children. But even the most detached parent cares; in fact, 

the parents with the biggest struggles often care the most. 

They recognize that they’ve made mistakes and they want a 

better life for their children.”

The leadership of the Foundation and some local Masons 

came through the school to talk to Marten about bringing 

RAR to her classrooms. “We want the same thing you do,” 

she remembers one brother telling her. “We want to be part 

of your mission.”

So these days, Central Elementary students have a new fa-

vorite ritual. Every week, little red book bags, branded with 

Parent Engagement

The second year of the Masons of California statewide 

philanthropic initiative – a partnership with Raising A 

Reader’s (RAR) acclaimed child literacy program – is 

already well underway. Thanks to the support of 

generous donations from lodges and members through-

out California, 100 classrooms and more than 2,500 

students across the state will benefit from RAR’s unique, 

two-part program. 

In San Francisco, RAR is already in place in 25 class-

rooms. And educators are seeing a difference. By the 

end of their first year with the RAR program, students at 

San Francisco’s Jose Ortega Elementary School demon-

strated remarkable improvements in reading scores. In a 

San Jose kindergarten classroom, students using RAR’s 

program were able to independently read 100 words. 

The school’s previous standard had been 30.

“Raising A Reader has been a great tool and support 

for encouraging parents to keep sharing books with 

their children beyond just homework,” says Mark 

Sanchez, principal at Cleveland Elementary School 

in San Francisco. “The program has provided a much 

needed resource for our school, which we would not 

be able to duplicate.”

Across the state in Red Bluff, the RAR program has al-

ready been implemented in nine classrooms in the Union 

Elementary School District. Superintendent William 

McCoy values the family support and engagement that 

both RAR and the Masons have brought to his district. 

“Raising A Reader helps us build connections to the 

families in our community,” McCoy says. “By implement-

ing [this program] in our schools, we are making a 

strong commitment to partnering with families and to 

early literacy.”
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the Masons of California-RAR partnership logo, arrive in their 

classroom. The bags contain a different set of books each week, 

all selected according to students’ age and development level. 

There is also a DVD for parents, reinforcing the in-person 

training on how to use the books with their children. The 

DVDs came in a variety of languages to reflect the diverse back-

grounds of Central families – Vietnamese, Spanish, English, 

and even Arabic. 

“You can read a story together even if you can’t read the 

words on the page,” Marten says. “If a story is about making tor-

tillas, a parent can remember how her grandma made tortillas 

and tell stories about that.”

What RAR has allowed her students’ families to do is engage 

with books in ways they hadn’t before. The program has given 

them the tools to figure out how. 

“When we saturate our communities with high-quality books, 

and give parents who want to show they care the tools to illus-

trate that, we empower families to be strong families,” Marten 

explains. “For a lot of our families, if you give them five dollars, 

they won’t use the money to buy a book. But if you put a book in 

their hand and say, ‘Read this,’ you have a real tool.”

And that means that parents and teachers can work together to 

create an environment that fosters integrated, lifelong learning.

“Our job at school is to teach children how to read,” Marten 

says. “The job at home is to teach them to love to read.”

SOFIA’S SCHOOL BUS

By the time Sofia got her hands on her first red book 

bag, she was far past the stage of attaching Velcro il-

lustrations to her books in order to understand the 

fundamental purpose of reading. She could follow along with 

what her mom was reading to her, but she hadn’t really loved a 

book yet, says Gonzalez. 

This was a disappointment to Gonzalez. She and her husband, 

Sergio, love to read, and wanted to pass that love on to their 

daughter. Sofia’s father, a hotel room service attendant, loves 

autobiographies. Gonzalez, a professional assistant in financial 

services, calls herself Sofia’s “autism case manager” and spends 

all her free time reading anything to do with Sofia’s condition. 

Because of all this, Sofia has had a leg up on the family en-

gagement piece of the RAR program. But due to autism, she also 

faces challenges that a typical RAR student does not. Even for 

her, the program has been a breakthrough.

Continued next page
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When Sofia read books before, she liked 

them, but she’d never really fallen in love 

with a book. A book had yet to fully cap-

ture her imagination. She was much more 

apt to play with her favorite doll, or to run 

over to a neighbor’s house to play on the Wii 

or with Legos. So when Sofia appeared at 

home with her little fingers on the strap of 

her red book bag, Gonzalez knew something 

special was going on.

“She’s taken so much ownership of the books,” says Gonzalez. 

“She says, ‘Look mom, we’re going to read my books now.’ I think 

it’s different from what we normally do because it’s not always 

books coming from Mom and Dad. The school has introduced 

her to books and presented them in such a way that she can take 

pride in reading.”

Then there was the day that Sofia came home from school 

and settled into her normal nighttime routine: She took a bath, 

put on her jammies, then got ready for a bedtime story read by 

Gonzalez. But the book she wanted to read – an RAR selection 

called “The Little School Bus” – wasn’t there. Its week in Sofia’s 

book bag had come to an end and it had been switched out for 

a replacement. Sofia was alarmed, and then upset. She’d been 

asking Gonzalez to read the book to her twice a night for the 

past week.

The next day, Gonzalez called Sofia’s teacher. “I think I need 

you to give me the same set of books we had last time,” she said. 

“Sofia just loves that book.”

They did get the book back, for short time. But it’s been gone 

for awhile now and Sofia still asks about it.

Gonzalez has even approached Marten with her wonder at 

how engaged Sofia is now with her books. 

“I told Cindy that I feel like writing a letter to the Masons, 

explaining how great this program has been for our daughter,” 

she says. “Sofia isn’t reading yet. But if she’s willing to bring us 

the book and engage with us with it, we have hope that later on, 

when she can, she’ll be the one reading to us.” 

The school has 
introduced her to books 
and presented them in 

such a way that she can 
take pride in reading.

Patty Gonzalez
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