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Introduction
In February 2016, Governor Bill Haslam, First Lady Crissy Haslam, and Commissioner Candice 
McQueen launched a statewide literacy campaign led by the Tennessee Department of 
Education called Read to be Ready. The campaign set a statewide goal to have at least 75 
percent of Tennessee third graders reading on grade level by 2025. To meet this goal, the 
commissioner also announced multiple initiatives, including the training and networking of 
educator preparation faculty who teach reading to future teachers, a pilot centered on literacy-
focused professional development for early childcare providers, and the centerpiece of the 
initiative—a statewide cadre of literacy coaches—focused on improving educator expertise. 

While building educator knowledge and expertise is at the heart of Read to be Ready, the 
department also launched the Read to be Ready Summer Grant Program in the summer of 
2016 to provide additional literacy experiences for those early grades students who are most at 
risk for summer reading loss. Specifically, the summer grant program makes it possible for 
educators to lead tuition-free, literacy-based summer camps for students in need across 
the state. The summer camps support the reading and writing development of rising first, 
second, and third grade students who are economically disadvantaged and not on track 
in reading. The summer camps also focus on increasing student motivation and confidence in 
reading through the use of high-interest books, authentic literacy experiences, and engaging 
field trips. The Dollar General Literacy Foundation pledged $1 million to support Read to be 
Ready, including the initial funding for the summer grant program. In its first year, the summer 
of 2016, the Dollar General funds supported 12 literacy-based summer camps across the state, 
and an additional eight camps were supported by the Tennessee Department of Economic and 
Community Development. At the end of the first year, 20 school districts hosted summer camps, 
140 educators were trained, over 500 students were served, and over 11,700 books were sent 
home with students. 

The success of the 2016 summer grant program did not go unnoticed. In February 2017, the 
Tennessee Department of Human Services invested $30 million over three years to enhance and 
expand the program. The addition of these funds made it possible for an increase of over 1,200 
percent in the number of students served through summer literacy camps from the first to 
second year. This report explores the implementation and outcomes of the second year of the 
Read to be Ready summer literacy camps. 

We witnessed firsthand students who were  
apprehensive to read aloud or write anything at 
all in the journals transform into to smiling  
confident readers and writers sounding out 
words and writing full sentences.

“

”
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2017  QuICK  FaCTS 

 
 
8,000 students served 

 
 
 
 

200 total summer literacy camps

73% of school districts participated 
 

 
Over 1,800 educators were trained to 

lead summer camps
 

an increase of 900% since 2016

an increase of 435% since 2016

an increase of 1,200% since 2016

including almost all economically distressed school districts 
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ABOUT  CAMP
Purpose  &  Application  Requirements 
The purpose of the Read to be Ready Summer Grant Program is to fund summer camps 
that provide rich, authentic literacy opportunities for economically disadvantaged 
students entering first, second, and/or third grade who are not yet proficient in reading 
and writing. This targeted group of students is both the most at risk for summer slide and for 
not being on grade level in reading as they enter the next school year. As a result, the primary 
goal of Read to be Ready summer literacy camps is two-fold: First, the summer camps develop 
students’ overall comprehension and vocabulary while building foundational skills to help the 
student get on track. Second, camps reduce summer slide by cultivating the students’ love for 
reading and writing over the summer months by providing them with access to a multitude of 
high-quality, high-interest texts and literacy experiences.

All Tennessee public schools are eligible to apply for the grant. Prospective applicants are asked 
to design summer camps that are at least four weeks in length and at least four hours per 
weekday—providing students with access to at least 80 hours of literacy-focused instruction 
and enrichment during the summer. Additionally, camps are required to maintain a one to five 
teacher to student ratio. Through this intimate ratio, teachers and students are able to work 
as partners in literacy development and work to address the individual needs of students in 
new and tailored ways. Camp schedules 
must also reflect a commitment to daily 
literacy instruction, and they should provide 
enrichment experiences, such as those 
related to STEM, art, and music, in a manner 
that connects to and supports literacy in 
thoughtful ways.

ADDITIONAL  APPLICATION  requirements:
• Provide students with at least six books

for their home libraries
• Establish at least one community

partnership
Read to be Ready summer literacy camps • Collect student data
are uniquely positioned to offer instruction 
using non-traditional methods and 
are therefore not designed like a traditional school day. Students are constantly engaged in 
hands-on learning and are introduced to concepts, experiences, and books that expand their 
background knowledge; this will serve them for years to come as they encounter more complex 
texts and continue to develop their critical thinking skills. Additionally, there is a significant focus 
on increasing students’ intrinsic motivation to read and write. Students are given additional 
freedom to self-select the texts they want to read and the writing topics they want to explore— 
enabling them to challenge and motivate themselves as readers and writers in a safe and 
supportive environment.

Across the state, students spent...
184,977

hours reading
59,132

hours writing
64,309

hours participating in  
enrichment activities
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Ensuring  Access  for  All  Students
When writing the grant proposal, applicants were asked 
to outline their student and family recruitment plans. To 
ensure that the camp had the most impact and reached 
students most in need, applicants were asked to outline 
the data-driven approach they would use to identify ideal 
students and the creative methods they would implement 
to advertise the summer camp opportunity. Across the 
state, prospective campers and their families received 
invitations and individualized phone calls, were invited 
to special literacy nights, and were visited in their homes 
so they could learn more about the unique summer 
camp designed with their needs in mind. Through the 
thoughtful outreach campaigns, over 6,000 students were 
recruited and enrolled in the 2017 Read to be Ready 
summer camps.

To further increase the number of students reached by the grant and explore different ways 
to support summer literacy programming, the department also partnered with Shelby County 
Schools (SCS) and Metro Nashville Public Schools (MNPS) to pilot two new programs. 

The department partnered with SCS through the district’s existing summer programming for 
rising first through third grade students. The Read to be Ready summer literacy camp training 
was provided to SCS summer instructors and included strategies to integrate the summer camp 
methods and instructional practices into the local programs planned literacy block. As part of 
this partnership, participating sites received funds to purchase reading materials for students’ 
home libraries. The department and SCS served over 1,700 students through this partnership. 

The MNPS partnership allowed the department to explore district-sponsored expansion. MNPS 
officials were asked to identify eight high-needs schools that did not apply for the grant but were 
willing to host a camp. After teachers were recruited to serve at these schools, they attended 

the training that all other grant recipients 
received, as well as a half day of group 
planning. During their training sessions, 
the educators were presented with a full 
week of pre-completed summer camp 
lesson plans to allow them to see how a 
camp should run in practice. These plans 
gave the educators a solid foundation 
from which to build a strong camp for their 
students in a shortened timeframe. This 
partnership served almost 250 students. 

Through these three approaches, the department was able to serve and provide books for 
approximately 8,000 students across the state. 
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Providing  Access  to  High-Quality  Books
The cornerstone of Read to be Ready summer literacy camps is to promote equity and 
access to high-quality, authentic texts for students who need it most. To support this 
goal, all camps are required to send a minimum of six new books home with students. Not 
only are grantees encouraged to address the quantity of books sent home but the quality of 
these books as well. To support the selection of books, educators had the opportunity to 
explore a room with over 400 new, award-winning titles during training.

Through the summer grant program, over 180,000 high-quality books were sent home with 
students, and each student, on average, received 22 new books for his or her home library. 
These new texts provide students with additional resources in their homes to continue to 
practice reading with their families, which will further foster students’ love of reading.

180,000

22 
On average, each student received 

new books for his 
or her home  
library.

high-quality 
books were  
provided to  
students across 
the state.
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high-quality
books were 
provided to 
students across 
the state.

[Our] students have plenty to say, have 
great ideas, and care about what they are 
learning. They just need a champion in their 
lives to believe in them. Instructional practices 
will change to allow all students to voice ideas. 
Relationship building will be encouraged before 
any instruction begins.

“

”
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Student Outcomes
Recipients of the grant are required to recruit economically disadvantaged students who are not 
yet proficient in reading and writing and are most at risk of experiencing summer slide. Summer 
slide is when a student’s test results decline from the spring to the fall (Borman, Benson, and 
Overman, 2005). The effects of this learning loss can have a significant impact in the classroom; 
on average, children lose approximately one month of grade-level reading and math skills 
during summer vacation (Cooper, Nye, Charlton, Lindsey, and Greathouse, 1996).

Read to be Ready summer literacy camps are meant to prevent summer slide and help 
students enter the new school year excited and ready to learn. To track success, the 
department required summer camps to conduct a pre- and post- survey and interview and a 
pre-and post-assessment on skills gained. The survey/interview and assessment were selected 
because of their ability to provide teachers with important information about each reader that 
would then allow them to tailor literacy experiences for each student. Rather than sliding 
backward in reading skills, the data collected this summer showed that students 
gained critical reading skills and increased in their motivation to read.

 
 
 

_____________________________

The department is not yet able definitively match all students with both pre- and post- data.  In some cases, the 
student may not have been present for both pre- and post- data collection.  In other cases, data entry errors 
are preventing us from matching student records. Because we cannot definitively explain each missing data 
point at this time, we removed incomplete student records from these pre- and post- analyses, but this did not 
substantively change our findings. Additionally, data from the Shelby County pilot partnership was not included in 
these results because the pre-determined curriculum and assessment methods for these students did not match 
those of regular grant sites, their assessment data is not reflected. However, the department is working with Shelby 
to evaluate their assessment data. 8



Motivation  Survey  and  Conversational 
Interview
Students were asked to take a motivation survey and participate in a conversational interview 
at the beginning and at the end of camp. The Motivation to Read Profile-Revised (Malloy, 
Marinak, Gambrell, & Mazzoni, 2013, 2015) was used to assess students’ self-concept as 
readers, the value they placed on the task of reading, and their attitudes about “literacy out 
loud” (i.e., being read to, talking about books, and the social nature of literacy instruction). 
Surveys were administered one-on-one, and students responded verbally to questions 
regarding their perceptions about reading.  

Among the 4,203 students with pre- and post-camp surveys, overall reading motivation 
increased by an average of three percent (2.47 percentage points), and students 
increased the most in their self-concepts as readers. By increasing their self-concepts as 
readers, students became more confident of their reading abilities and began seeing 
themselves as readers. Additionally, “literacy out loud” increased, meaning that students came 
to value teachers reading aloud and discussing texts with peers. Task value scores increased 
as well, indicating that students saw the value of being a reader in their lives more strongly 
than before.

Literacy research shows that engaged reading—which includes access, opportunity, and 
choice in reading—increases motivation and literacy achievement (Guthrie, Shafer, & Huang, 
2001, Allington et al., 2010, 2011).  By enhancing the motivational aspect of reading and 
writing, the department hopes that students will take their increased love of learning back 
into their classroom this school year.

It was amazing to see how the small group 
environment worked to help students feel 
comfortable and grow bolder in taking risks.

“
”
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Skills-based  Assessment
In addition to the survey and interivew, students took a skills-based assessment that measured 
essential reading skills at the beginning and at the end of camp. During this assessment, 
students are asked to read aloud an untimed grade-level passage one-on-one with the teacher. 
As the students read, the teachers note accuracy, miscues, self-corrections, comprehension, and 
ability to use metacognitive strategies. From this interaction, a teacher is able to determine 
students’ reading accuracy, fluency, and strategic approach to unknown words. After 
the student finishes reading the passage, the teacher asks a set of comprehension questions to 
gauge the student’s understanding. As a part of the summer grant assessment guidelines, an 
additional question was added to the assessment that all students answered after reading the 
passage, “What were you thinking as you were reading?” This question helped teachers 
understand student comprehension around the text and promoted the idea of students’ 
transactional role as a reader.

Accuracy Rate
The accuracy rate was calculated by dividing the 
number of words read correctly (including self-
corrections) by the total words attempted then 
multiplied by one hundred (words correct /
words attempted * 100). 

Among the 4,499 students who completed both 
a pre- and post- benchmark assessment, their 
accuracy rate improved from 80 percent to 85 
percent, an average increase of five percent 
(4.07 percentage points). This statistically 
significant increase translates to an average 
of four fewer reading errors per passage. 

This may be an indicator that students were 
monitoring their comprehension or noticing 
when they made mistakes and doing something 
about it. As accuracy increases, students spend 
less time on analyzing words and pay more 
attention to meaning—thus improving overall 
comprehension.  
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Comprehension Rate
Students responded verbally to three to four grade-
appropriate reading comprehension questions at the 
end of each passage. On average, students who 
completed both a pre- and post-assessment 
responded accurately to 65 percent of the 
comprehension questions at the beginning of camp 
and 67 percent at the end of camp. This statistically 
significant increase in comprehension of around 
four percent (2.61 percentage points) suggests that 
students were not sacrificing meaning and 
understanding of texts for the sake of increased 
accuracy.

According to the vision for third grade reading 
proficiency released by the department (2016), 
“Proficient reading is all about making meaning from 
text.” An increase in comprehension signals that 
students who participated in a summer camp 
made gains toward being proficient readers. 
Additionally, because the books selected at the camp 
were connected to authentic experiences, such as 
science experiments, students were learning about the 
importance of reading for knowledge and for fun.

Metacognition
In pre- and post- assessments, students answered the question, “What were you thinking as 
you were reading?” This question assessed students’ metacognition, or thinking about their 
thinking, as they read (Brown, Armbruster, & Baker, 1986). Metacognition was a central focus of 
the training teachers received because students’ ability to monitor their own comprehension, or 
hear their own inner voice as they read, is an essential comprehension skill (Harvey & Goudvis, 
2007). Additionally, students need to be able to generate their own ideas about the text, not 
just find answers to comprehension questions, which often require a lower level of thinking. 
When students listen to this inner voice, they are transacting with the text (Rosenblatt, 1978). In 
order to get a more holistic picture of children’s comprehension, this question asked them to 
generate ideas about what they have read, requiring a much higher level of thinking. Another 
benefit of talking about their thinking is the social interaction around text, which also increases 
comprehension (Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gormorand, 2003). This benefit leads to greater 
motivation to read because when students transact with the text and then share their ideas 
about their reading with others, they come to believe that their thinking and their voices matter, 
and the task of reading becomes more valuable and relevant to them (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

Quantitative results showed that the pre-test results of a 23 percent non-answer decreased to 
a 17 percent non-answer to this question. Meaning that from the beginning of camp to 
the end of camp more students could verbally explain what they were thinking about 
while reading the passage. External department research partners are currently completing a 
qualitative study of the answers students provided, which will be released in a later report.
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Successful  Instructional 
Practices
More than 1,800 educators participated in the summer grant training to grow in their knowledge 
of hands-on strategies they could use to make their camps effective and engaging. Throughout 
this training, and the camps that followed, many teachers reconnected with the power of 
spending time in text, writing with purpose, and learning through experience. Successful camps 
embodied these characteristics, and the strategies they used can be integrated into the regular 
school year to maintain a focus on student engagement and growth year-round. 

“

”

This experience has reminded me of what  
I already knew: kids’ improvement is directly  
correlated to the time they spend reading  
and writing, and that is directly linked to their  
excitement and motivation about reading.  
No test prep is going to cause them to want  
to read, but I can do that through sharing books 
that they will love, want to talk about, read, and 
reread over and over.

 
Successful instructional practices: 

• Utilizing a book room 

• Emphasizing writing 

• Saturating the day with authentic reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening practices
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Utilizing  a  Book  Room
Allowing students to read a large variety of high-
quality, rich texts that inspire more reading and 
writing is key to hosting an effective camp. Last 
summer, successful camps had a large selection of 
current, best-selling, and award-winning books 
available to students, and they allowed students to 
choose and read any book that interested them.

One way they accomplished this was by integrating a 
book room. In this room, students explored the 
entire variety of titles that were purchased for them. 
Book rooms were not organized by reading level but 
by other criteria, such as genre (fiction, non-fiction, 
etc.) or topic (cars, farms, etc.). In the room, students 
were encouraged to search for titles they found 
most appealing to read, and if they were not 
satisfied with their choice, they were permitted to 
find something else. Giving students autonomy 
over their book selection made reading more enjoyable to them and gave the teachers 
valuable information about new book recommendations they may make to the students 
to further their growth.

Teachers can adopt this practice during the regular school by organizing their classroom 
libraries by genre or topic and allowing all students time each day to read a self-selected text. 
To incorporate the writing component, students can be asked to write book reviews after they 
complete a book. 
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Emphasizing  Writing
Successful camps encouraged students to 
write throughout the day in varying formats 
for different, authentic purposes. Students 
wrote recipes, poems, thank you notes, 
persuasive pieces, and songs—just to name a 
few. (For more writing format ideas, refer to  
Barry Lane's Genre List.) Educators connected 
these writing experiences to the literature 
students were reading during camp. 

Educators also provided students with plenty of 
choice to write about the topics they wanted to explore through the use of blank books. To use 
the blank books strategy, educators gave students a stapled, blank page booklet and allowed 
them to write creatively about topics of their choice. Educators across the state expressed 
excitement about how using this practice positively influenced students’ attitudes toward writing 
each week. The experiences students had writing their blank books prompted great comfort 
in other forms of writing, such as when students wrote in their journals or wrote reflections 
about field trips. Additionally, reflection through writing allowed students to have deeper 
discussions and better understand their experiences.

Blank books saw the most success when they were not used in isolation. After being created by 
students, educators integrated them into additional literacy instruction through partner reading 
and read alouds. This helped strengthen the connection between writing and reading and 
gave students real purpose when crafting their books. Replacing writing worksheets with blank 
books during the regular school year can increase student motivation and give students more 
ownership of their writing experience.

14
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Saturating the Day with Authentic Reading,
Writing, Speaking, and Listening Practices
Successful camps had a schedule that consistently gave students the opportunity to 
read, write, speak, and think authentically. They prioritized time in text over technology 
and were not reflective of a traditional school day. In these camps, worksheets, accountable talk 
stems, and low-level questioning did not have a place. Instead of worksheets, students engaged 
in writing mock graduation speeches, comic strips, and riddles; they wrote their opinions of 
books in journals and brainstormed on butcher paper. Accountable talk stems were replaced 
with fishbowl discussions that were first modeled by families and educators. After seeing and 
talking about how to carry on conversations, students would split into small groups and have 
teacher-directed but student-led book club discussions. Finally, low-level questions about the 
text were replaced with questions like, “What are you thinking?” 

In addition, educators used experiential learning experiences as a key way to extend 
texts and build comprehension and vocabulary. These experiences would often require 
students to use their critical thinking skills to solve problems and work with a team to reach a 
goal. Any of these practices can be built into a regular school year curriculum and will motivate 
students to learn. In addition, these practices build upon each students’ foundation of 21st 
century skills and prepare them, not only for the following school year, but for their futures.

To learn more about the how to build a successful Read to be Ready summer literacy camp, visit 
the website, and read 10 Characteristics of a Successful Read to be Ready Summer Grant 
Programs.

Several staff members expressed a realization 
that the stress we feel as teachers is being  
transferred to students. This year we all  
committed to allowing students time to 
practice reading books that they can read with  
independence, rather than always trying to pull 
them along, so they can feel that success, and 
slowing down the pace to include experiential 
learning opportunities.

“

”
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It Takes a Community
Families, educators, businesses, and community members all play a significant role in students’ 
literacy development. Because of this, the grant application asked sites to create community 
partnerships that supported their summer camp. The response was astounding; grant 
recipients across the state engaged almost 2,500 community partners to contribute to 
the success of the camps. From providing food and transportation to supporting field trips 
for students and families, communities became key players to the grant’s success. Partnerships 
exposed students to the strengths and unique assets of their communities while allowing the 
public to take pride in the efforts made by students, families, and teachers during the summer.

One grant recipient had a “Hero” theme, and throughout the four weeks, students learned about 
heroes of the past, in the arts, in the sciences, and in the community. They partnered with a 
local martial arts studio and had the Senior Master Instructor’s team talk to their students about 
martial arts and lead them through “Hero Training.” Another grant recipient partnered with a 
local historian, and students received a historical walking tour of their downtown area. In 
several communities, local newspapers published student work and community members came 
to camp to serve as guest readers.

Each community has unique assets and strengths, and there is not a “correct” way to partner 
with a camp. This year educators sought unique partnerships to provide students with exciting 
new experiences and to teach them more about their communities. The department looks 
forward to the future partnerships that result in increased learning for students across the state.
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CLOSING
The second year of the Read to be Ready Summer Grant Program, and the first year of its 
expanded form, was successful because of the contributions from several education 
stakeholders across the state. Educators worked for a minimum of four weeks during their 
summer vacations to provide some of the state’s most deserving students with the innovative 
instruction that they needed to start the new school year ready to learn. Districts worked 
tirelessly to order supplies and support the logistical needs of grant recipients. Families 
attended school events and read (and re-read) new books their students received and wrote 
during camp. Students eagerly attended camp each day—ready to learn and grow in their 
reading and writing skills. Communities provided materials and experiences to help the camps 
reach their full potential. The commitment of these individuals and groups, and the positive 
outcomes they created, will be felt for years to come both inside and outside of the classroom.

As the department looks forward to 2018, it hopes that educators will reapply to host a summer 
camp and continue to implement the practices they used over the summer in the classroom. 
Integrating literature into all parts of the day, allowing student choice, and encouraging students 
to engage in high-level thinking will help them develop the skills they need to become proficient 
readers, which is essential for them to be able to choose whatever path they want to pursue 
in life. The literacy gains made by Tennessee students through the Read to be Ready Summer 
Grant Program are very promising. By continuing this work together, we can maintain our 
momentum toward our goal of 75 percent third grade students reading proficiently 
by 2025.

They each left our camp with a love for reading 
and felt like they are authors. They were so 
proud of their published work and displayed their  
writing with confidence.

“

”
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