
	
 Several years ago, I read a study conducted in New York on “summer regression.”  The study asked, 
“Do  students educationally regress over summer break?”  The answer was yes.  And, no.
	
 The study found that some kids did not regress because of the enriching environment their parents 
provided over summer:  reading with them, traveling, going to museums, the zoo, etc.  This study told us 
something that is not too shocking.  A child’s environment can help or hinder learning.
	
 Making certain a young child’s environment includes books is the focus of the Imagination Library.  
This national project developed by Dolly Parton, mails an age appropriate book to a child every month from 
birth to age 5.  The project also includes a “reading buddies” component to help train parents how to read with 
their children.  There is no eligibility requirement for a family to participate in this program, they can simply 
sign up.  This project is being promoted by the United Way of Erie under their anti-poverty initiative.  Having 
children be ready to learn by kindergarten will make a huge impact on children’s educational attainment and 
therefore, their future employment.
	
 I think the Imagination Library is one of the best ideas I’ve seen to help children in the county become 
better readers and learners.  If you participated in my exercise from my Lancer Letter on reading two weeks 
ago,  you know how your life would be different if you were not a good reader.   I want to encourage everyone 
to get involved in one of three ways:
	
 First, if you have children under age five or know a family that does, encourage them to sign up for the 
program.  Go the the United Way website (www.unitedwayerie.org) and click on the Imagination Library logo 
prominently displayed on the home page.  If you know a family that has young children but no internet 
connection, you can offer to sign them up.
	
 Secondly, sponsor a child.  Know that response to this service in Erie County has been roughly six times 
greater than expected and your help is needed.  It costs only $150 to fund one child’s books for five years!  This 
cost covers the books and the mailing which is done from  the national organization.  This is not a great amount 
of money to donate to help a child potentially lead a better life by being a better reader.  You can sponsor as 
many children as you are able by going to the United Way website noted above.  You can sponsor a child for 
just one year for $30 or do as many years and children as you are able.
	
 Finally, and very importantly, consider being a reading buddy.  As part of the Imagination Library in 
Erie County, United Way’s Volunteer Engagement Cabinet is launching a “Reading Buddies” volunteer 
program. The Reading Buddies will receive high quality professional training on early childhood literacy and 
proven methods to enhance the reading experience with children. This is a one-time training that is provided 
free through United Way.
 Once trained, the Reading Buddies will be deployed throughout the Erie community at special events 
held at locations where the Imagination Library is being promoted. These include community/neighborhood 
centers, faith-based organizations, library branches, social service agencies, etc. United Way will coordinate 
with these locations to schedule and promote the Reading Buddies events.

	
 At these events, Reading Buddies will work with the parents/guardians to help them learn how to read 
books with their children (who are encouraged to attend the events) that best supports literacy, language and 
vocabulary development. The Reading Buddies will also share how to create follow-up activities that extend 
children’s learning.

	
 I have been impressed by Erie’s United Way which has decided to focus its effort on only three areas 
critical to the greater Erie community:  education, health, and income.  The Imagination Library is an important 
part of their education initiative and has the potential to make a big difference for thousands of children.  Let’s 
get behind this effort and build brighter futures for our children.
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