
he importance of family involvement in children’s learning to read is undisputed. 
In fact, the research of T. Neville Postlethwaite and Kenneth N. Ross in the 1990s 
found that high levels of family involvement in children’s reading was the most 
significant predictor of reading achievement. 

There have been numerous studies since that time that support this, and 
yet, despite these positive reports, programs to involve families are often not 
sustained over extended periods. Teachers and school administrators note that 
family involvement programs are time consuming for both teachers and families, 
many do not find such programs sufficiently engaging to sustain over the course 
of several months, and many parents and caregivers fail to see value in such 
programs. 

However, we have seen great success through a program that can be easily 
replicated.

The sustainability factor
To see a substantial impact, family involvement programs must be ongoing and not 
one-and-done. For an example, look to a program for early literacy development, 
developed by Nancy Padak and Timothy Rasinski, called Fast Start (FS). Fast Start 
is an adaptation of the Fluency Development Lesson in which children learn to 
read a short poem with parent/caregiver assistance daily. Each 15–20-minute 
lesson involves the adult reading a poem, selected by the teacher, to their 
child several times, followed by the adult and child reading the poem together 
repeatedly with the goal of the child eventually reading it independently with 
fluency. A brief phonics or phonemic awareness activity completes each lesson.

Through the multiple readings of short texts, children learn to recognize the 
individual words in each poem and can read each poem with fluency. The use of 
poetry for reading sparks a child’s interest and allows it to be read multiple times 
in a matter of minutes. FS is intended to be implemented daily over the course 
of about 2–3 months. The key to success, however, is to continue the program 
across grade levels. Despite the demonstrated effectiveness of FS and other family 
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involvement programs, they are of 
limited value if they cannot be sustained 
by schools over time.  

One example of a successful, 
sustained program we’ve seen with FS 
is at K.R.  Hanchey Elementary School 
in DeRidder, LA. The program has been 
implemented for eight consecutive 
years in kindergarten and first grade, 
expanding to the prekindergarten 
classes three years ago.

Hanchey has 600-plus students 
enrolled, 88% of whom receive free or 
reduced-price lunches. There are eight 
preschool, 12 kindergarten, and 11 first 
grade classes. 

Results of yearly assessments 
indicate that FS has made a 
substantial and positive difference in 
reading achievement with students. 
School officials have reported that 
implementing this form of family 
involvement is well worth the time and 
effort. One reason? The simplicity and 
efficiency of the program makes for 
an easy and quick implementation for 
families.  

Behind the success
Susan Crosby, a reading specialist at 
Hanchey, feels that the sustainability of 
a program is related to the extent that 
families and their children see value 
in the program itself. We examined 
how families have responded to the 
program over the eight-year period of 
implementation to learn more.

At the end of each school year, 
parents who participate in FS are asked to 
respond to a short survey regarding their 
perceptions. The focus of the survey is on 
the children’s enjoyment of the lessons, 
the parents’ and caregivers’ enjoyment, 
and the parents’ and caregivers’ 
perceptions of the effectiveness in 
improving their children’s reading.

Children’s enjoyment in using 
FS has consistently rated high over 
the implementation period for pre-K 
through first grade. On average, more 
than 90% of the children surveyed have 
reported enjoying or somewhat enjoying 
participating in the lessons. 

Results of the second survey 
question demonstrate that parents’ 
and caregivers’ level of enjoyment is 
remarkably similar to the children’s 
level of enjoyment. Well over 90% of 
parents and caregivers in each of the 
eight years have indicated some degree 
of enjoyment. 

Perhaps the most important 
question asked is the parents’ 
and caregivers’ perception of the 
effectiveness of FS in improving 
their children’s reading. As with the 
two previous questions, a strong 
majority (71.5%) have reported that FS 
implementation is definitely effective 
in improving their children’s literacy 
development, whereas another 20% have 
reported it to be somewhat effective.  
These levels of positive perception have 
been remarkably stable across all eight 
years of the program implementation.

Finding “staying power”
The keys to implementing family 
involvement programs are clear. First, 
schools need to develop programs that 
are easy to implement, time efficient, 
and engage families. Second, there 
needs to be committed leadership 

provided at the school level. In the case 
of Hanchey, the school principal was 
an early advocate of the program. She 
enlisted the support of a lead teacher to 
implement the program and provided 
ongoing support and encouragement to 
teachers and families.    

The value of family involvement 
programs in reading is well known, 
particularly at the early childhood level. 
However, if programs cannot be sustained 
across a school year or across numerous 
school years, their value is limited.

We contend that if an instructional 
activity is easy to implement, time 
efficient, enjoyable, and effective in 
helping to produce a desired outcome, 
it is likely that such a program will have 
“staying power.” When we develop, 
implement, and sustain effective family 
literacy programs, we are certain to see 
substantial gains in students’ literacy 
development.  
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