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The New York Council for the Humanities has developed this program with support from the 
“We the People” initiative of the National Endowment for the Humanities
Any views, findings, conclusions or recommendations expressed in this program do not necessarily represent
 those of either the Council or the National Endowment for the Humanities.
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Introduction
This guide has been developed as a handbook for the host site coordinator who will be implementing the Together—Book Talk for Kids and Parents family reading and discussion program. It provides an overview of the structure of the program, and details about all aspects of implementation. Appendices include samples of various program materials as well as timelines and checklists. 
I.
Program Overview
The overarching goal of this family reading program is to bring parents and their upper elementary school-aged children together to explore and debate important humanities themes through shared intergenerational reading, in an enjoyable and informal setting. At the heart of the program is the belief that complex issues in the humanities are best understood through an open exchange of ideas and opinions, and that jointly reading and discussing a book can stimulate such exchanges.
The focus of these six-session intergenerational discussion groups are notable children's books that relate to important themes in American life.  Participants use the humanities-based content of the books to explore situations encountered in everyday life, reinforcing the importance of the family in education and in the democratic process. The program also fosters content-area literacy. 
By engaging in reading and discussion, participating parents and children learn strategies for analyzing the stories, and for increasing their comprehension of the interdisciplinary themes in the books. They will also engage in the pleasure of the open-ended discussion of ideas, sharing in debate and dialogue about issues both personal and public, historic and aesthetic, within the framework of the stories and their humanities-based themes. 
These family book discussion groups, like town meetings, will provide an arena for readers to discuss critical ideas implicit in literature.
The specific goals for the family discussion groups are:

· To provide a forum for focused intergenerational discussion of humanities themes related to American identity.

· To encourage families to use books as a way to discuss "big ideas" and issues that relate to their lives and our nation’s history – both in the library-based discussion groups and at home.
· To introduce and reinforce the pleasure of close reading and discussion of texts. 
· To encourage and support the use of community libraries as sites for intergenerational book discussion.

II.
Responsibilities of Program Staff
Host Site Coordinator
The host site coordinator is the person at the host library responsible for all aspects of the implementation of the family discussion program. At many libraries the host site coordinator will also be the librarian co-facilitator (see below). If this is the case, it is important to keep these two sets of responsibilities separate so that you can do both well, and to have an assistant to help you at each session (you can’t be setting up snacks and asking that perfect insightful question at the same time!). 
The specific responsibilities of the host site coordinator, all of which are covered in more detail in this handbook, include:
· Recruiting, registering, and retaining participating families.
· Setting the program schedule in consultation with the co-facilitators.
· Preparing and distributing program materials, including the loan of books.
· Organizing hospitality at each session (room set-up, welcome and check-in, snacks, etc.).
· Coordinating childcare/activities for younger siblings if necessary.
· Filling out and returning final evaluation forms and making sure that participating families do the same.
· Being available to meet with the project evaluator and other project staff as necessary.
Co-Facilitators
Each six-session series will have two facilitators who work as a team: a librarian from the host site and a humanities scholar. The co-facilitators are responsible for all aspects of the six 90-minute discussions. (This is covered in more detail in the facilitator’s handbook.) The facilitators develop the discussion questions, and work together to facilitate lively conversation among the families. It is very important that the host site coordinator work closely with the two facilitators. This is easier if the host site coordinator is also a facilitator so that everyone knows what everyone else is doing.
New York Council for the Humanities Program Coordinator
The New York Council for the Humanities is the sponsor of the Together—Book Talk for Kids and Parents program and as such, supplies the host site with program materials, books, and general oversight. It is important for the host site coordinator to be in regular contact with the Council program coordinator, especially if any issues or questions come up. 
III.
Program Expenses
The Council covers direct costs for the program, including toolkits for each participant and a stipend of $1000 to offset the cost of the librarian co-facilitator’s time as well as these expenses:

· A childcare provider and activities for younger siblings for all six sessions.
· Any materials used for activities during the sessions (chart paper, etc.).
· Shipping Council-supplied books to and from the host site.
· Providing snacks for all six sessions.
The scholar-facilitator contracts with the Council directly and is provided with an honorarium.
IV.
Planning to Host the Program
Space and Personnel Requirements
In order to host the family discussion program, a library must have a space big enough for at least eight families (roughly 25 people) to meet and talk comfortably as a group. If the library will be open during the discussion sessions, this space must be separate from other library users to ensure a quiet discussion area. The program space should be appropriate for serving a simple snack, or another space can be used for this if necessary. The library must also have an appropriate space where someone can provide childcare and do activities with younger children if they come along (see “Childcare”).
In addition to the host site coordinator and librarian co-facilitator, the library is encouraged to provide an assistant to the host site coordinator if he or she is also a co-facilitator; otherwise, this assistant is optional but recommended. The library is also required to provide childcare if necessary (see “Childcare”). 
Participants

The participants in the Together program should be families with children between the ages of nine and eleven years old. A family means at least one adult and one child, although you should encourage both parents (or other primary caregivers) to attend if they can.

The Together program welcomes both traditional and non-traditional families.  Any care-giving adult or family member who has regular contact with the child may participate; however, consistent participation is essential in order to ensure that the kinds of discussions begun at the session will continue at home. Examples of appropriate adult participants could include: 

· Grandparents, uncles and aunts, adult siblings, or other extended family members.

· Foster parents.

· The spouse/partner of the child’s parent.

Group Size

While each site has the discretion to choose the exact number of participants for the program, we recommend a minimum number of eight families. Fifteen families is generally the upper limit for a good discussion, but remember that you will probably have to register more families than you need (see “Recruiting and Registering Families”). 

Scheduling the Program

The family discussion program consists of six 90-minute discussion sessions plus 20 to 30 minutes dedicated to signing in, checking out books, and eating a snack. The host site coordinator is responsible for setting the schedule for the program in consultation with the co-facilitators. 

The sessions must be scheduled for a time when working parents can attend—either weekend days or weekday evenings—and at the same day/time each week.  Because of holidays, it is occasionally necessary to skip a week or schedule one session on a different day/time, but try to avoid this if at all possible. You may want to consult the calendars of your local school districts in order to anticipate winter and spring breaks when families often go on vacation. During the school year, holding a session every two weeks might be most appropriate in order to allow children enough time to read the books in addition to doing their school work. If the program is happening over the summer you can schedule the sessions weekly; as children won’t have homework to compete with the discussion program readings.

The host site coordinator must inform the Council of the program schedule prior to making any public announcements. You should allow at least four to six weeks to recruit families prior to the start date of the program.

Program Materials
Host libraries should provide library cards for families that do not already have one.

The Council provides:
· Copies of each book in the series for every adult and child participating in the program (up to 45 copies), to be returned to the Council within three weeks of the end of the program. 
· Reader “tool kits” for each participant.
· Sample recruitment flyer (also available on the Council’s website).
· Sample recruitment fact sheet (also available on the Council’s website).
· Registration, check-in, and evaluation forms (also available on the Council’s website).
· One gift book per child to be handed out at the end of the program.
· Book plates to use in the gift books.
The Council also provides a $1000 stipend to cover:
· The librarian co-facilitator’s time.
· Snacks for each session.
· Materials for activities for younger siblings.
· Materials for any supplemental activities during the discussion sessions. 
· Nametags for all participants.
V.
Recruiting and Registering Families
The target population for the Together program is families who need additional resources and support. Each site is free to make their own determination about the exact make-up of their group, but an emphasis should be placed on recruiting families that do not have access to a wide variety of enrichment programs for their children. This program is not appropriate for beginning ESL or very low-literate adults or children. It is, however, an excellent program for children who need additional help and support in order to read at grade level.
Where to Find Families to Participate
The two best places to find families to participate in the Together program are local schools and your own library. Title I schools in your area will probably be a particularly rich source of participants, as they have already been identified as having an underserved population. To find Title I schools in your area contact your local school districts. Test scores for your local schools can be found at www.emsc.nysed.gov/irts/reportcard/. 
Also, don’t forget to contact parents associations and school librarians, not just teachers and administrators. A sample letter to school principals is included in Appendix F.

Local community service organizations are another excellent source of participants. Community centers, social service providers, after school programs, churches, and youth clubs in your area may also provide opportunities to reach new families.   

Creating a Recruitment Plan: How to Reach Out to Families
Recruiting families for this program will be a labor-intensive process. That’s why it’s important to come up with a clear recruitment plan and allow at least four to six weeks for recruiting. 
Begin by meeting with as many of your colleagues as you can to get ideas and contacts. And don’t forget to get ideas from the co-facilitators—they can be your best ambassadors for the program. Try to create as specific a list as possible of people and places to contact. It is much better, for example, to have the names of the fourth and fifth grade teachers at your local schools rather than just a general mailing address. 
Once you have a good list of contacts, chose the appropriate method to reach out to each of them. In some cases this is a letter; in others a telephone call, a basic flyer, or a simple conversation in the library may be more effective. In all cases, be sure to be clear about the nature of the program (the age of children, that parents must participate, that you need to attend all six sessions, etc.). Also, be very clear in all your communications about the specific benefits of the program for both children and adults, and don’t forget to communicate that it will be fun. 
Finally, remember that good recruitment is almost always in the follow up. Once you’ve made initial contact with someone (a teacher, a youth club leader, a parent), be sure to follow-up to see if they have questions, concerns, etc. Often the second contact is when someone gets excited enough about the program to tell others or even sign up themselves. 
Registering Families for the Program
Ensure that it is easy for families to sign up for the program. You should have both a telephone number and an email address for them to contact you, and you should respond promptly to anyone who contacts you. 
Once someone expresses interest, have a conversation with them to make sure they understand the nature of the program and meet its basic requirements (their child or children are the right age, they or another adult can commit to coming to all the sessions, etc.). Then, try to get them to come in to meet with you to fill out a registration form together. (A copy of this form may be found in Appendix H). This personal contact will help them feel comfortable with the program, and give you a valuable sense of their potential as participants. 
If you can’t arrange a personal meeting, have them fill out a registration form; once it is returned follow up with a phone call to welcome them to the program. You must have a completed registration form for every family participating in the program. 
Finally, be sure to sign up at least three or four more families than you think you want for your ideal group size. There will be a natural attrition, and you want to make sure your group isn’t too small. 
VI.
Implementing the Program
Setting Up the Room 

Talk with co-facilitators (or with your facilitation partner if you are a co-facilitator) about the ideal room set-up. This may vary a bit from session to session; don’t assume it should be the same each week. The room should always be welcoming and informal—never set it up classroom-style. Chairs arranged in a circle or horseshoe formation usually works best. Also, there should always be a sign-in table, an area for book check-out and check-in, and a place for snacks.  

The sign-in table should be placed in a location where families can sign in and fill out nametags at each session without blocking the snack table or the entrance to the discussion room.  Make sure you take time each session to ensure that every family in attendance has signed in correctly.  You must have a completed and accurate attendance form for all six sessions and return them to the Council. 
Coordinating Book Circulation
The host library has a choice of either entering Together program books into their existing system or creating a separate circulation system. Either way, books should be checked in and out by the families in a clear and orderly way. You also need to decide ahead of time how long families can keep each book. It should be at least two weeks to give them time to read and return each book, but ideally it would be even longer so that they can revisit favorite sections after the session (or finish the book if they didn’t have time). No matter which system you chose for book circulation, be sure you follow up on missing books, as all books have to be returned to the Council at the end of the program.
Reading “Tool Kits” for Participants
The Council will send you “tool kits,” which should be given to all participants in the program – both adults and children. The program facilitators should also get tool kits. Tool kits include:
· Program folder
· Notepad and note cards
· Pencils
· Sticky notes
· Paper clips
· Pencil case
· Program bookmark
· Evaluation forms
· A tip sheet for participating parents.

Co-facilitators may hand out materials to put in the folders, so remind participants to bring their tool kits to each session.
Coordinating Childcare

One of the most important things to determine when you’re registering families is whether they need to bring younger children with them to the sessions. They should be encouraged to do this so that the family’s adults in the family can participate in the program. 

The host site is responsible for organizing childcare and activities for younger siblings. This often can be done by hiring an extra staff person (or recruiting a trusted volunteer) who provides an activity for the younger children in a separate space in the library and ensures that they do not interrupt the book discussion. At the beginning of each session, establish a routine in which younger children sign in and have a snack with their families.  After snack time is over, children should know that it is time for them to go do their activities in another area. Make sure that you don’t have too high a ratio of children to adults—probably no more than one to five—for the child care, and that there is a snack available for the younger children.

Snacks

Simple is key with snacks. They should be easy to get, easy to eat, and easy to clean up. Set out the snack in the program room ahead of time, so families can eat as they arrive and during the beginning of the session. If your sessions are being held at a time when a family would normally eat a meal, you do need to provide something substantial; otherwise, lights snacks such as juice boxes and individual granola bars, apples, veggie chips, or similar are fine choices. You probably want to avoid sugary snacks as children often become overly active after eating them.  
For more substantial snacks, try pizza, individually wrapped sandwiches, or yogurts—nothing you have to cut, prep, or divide into portions. Be sure to ask about any dietary restrictions ahead of time and be aware of religious celebrations like Passover and Lent. 
It is also important to remember that food can be a distraction, so it is generally best to allow 20-30 minutes before the beginning of each session for families to check in, eat, and get settled. After that it is best to put food away, although you may want to keep extra drinks available.

Distribution of Gift Books
The Council will provide a gift book to be given to each child who completes the program. This is done by allowing each child to select one of the books used during the series at the last session. Book plates will be provided to personalize the books. When you return the remaining books to the Council, simply indicate on the inventory sheet which were given out as gifts.

VII.
Follow-up
Tracking Attendance 

It is crucial to keep a good record of participation throughout the Together program, and to encourage attendance by calling every family a few days before a session. 

Families should be welcomed and checked in at every session (a sample attendance form is in Appendix I).  This can be done either by the host site coordinator or their assistant; or, you can have families check themselves in. Families can also use the “Notes” section of the attendance form to let you know in advance if they are going to miss a session. Make sure you review the attendance sheet after each session to make sure that it is filled out correctly.  

It is also very important that the host site coordinator follow up if a family misses a session. You don’t need to hound a family, but a simple telephone call or email will let you know why they missed the session, and will allow you to encourage them to return if they are feeling awkward. Please be sure to indicate the reason the family missed the session in the “Notes” section of the attendance form.

Evaluation 

Evaluation forms will be provided for the facilitators and all the program participants in their tool kits (samples are included in Appendices I and J). The “Participant Survey” should be filled out at the first and last sessions, and the “Program Questionnaire” should be filled out at the end of the second and last sessions. The host site coordinator is responsible for collecting these forms and returning them to the Council at the end of the program (see “Reporting to Council”). It is crucial that we receive these forms to evaluate and refine the program.  
In addition, a project evaluator or the Program Coordinator may visit one or more of your sessions to do on-site observation. You will be contacted ahead of time if this is the case. 
Finally, we may ask you to be available for a follow-up interview about the program either by telephone or in person.

Reporting to the Council

The following materials all need to be submitted to the Council within three weeks of the end of the program series:

· Copies of all registration forms

· Copies of all attendance forms

· All program questionnaires and participant surveys
· Work samples from any activities done in the discussion group

The Council will send the second half of the stipend after you have submitted all evaluations, registration forms, and attendance sheets, and returned the program books.
Returning Books

You must return all the books from the series less the gift books for each child, as well as the inventory form, within three weeks of the end of the program series. You can return the books in whatever manner is most convenient for you.  The Council will reimburse you for this cost.

VIII. 
Common Questions 

· When and how will I receive the $1000 stipend? What can I spend it on?

We will send you the first half of your stipend after you sign an agreement letter with the Council.  There are no set parameters on how you can spend the money as long as you are spending it on program related expenses. You do not need to submit receipts or itemize your costs. The Council will send the second half of the stipend after you have submitted all evaluations, registration forms, and attendance sheets, and returned the program books.  
· What if I can’t recruit enough families or get my target population to register for the program?
Recruiting and retaining the group is the hardest part of this program, so don’t be discouraged. Revisit your recruiting plan and list of contacts. Have you made good inroads with schools? With local community groups? Is library staff familiar with the program and talking it up to patrons? If you’ve tried everything and still don’t think you’re going to be able to get a group of eight families from the target population, get in touch with the Council coordinator to discuss options. 
· What if a family misses a session?
Everyone is busy and it’s realistic to expect that some families will miss a session or two. That is why communication with families is key. Get in touch with them if they miss a session, find out why, and encourage them to come back.
· What if a family stops coming partway through the program?
Hopefully this won’t happen, but if it does, be sure to get in touch with the family to find out why so you can report this to the Council.
· Can a child participate in the program without an adult? 

No.  Open discussion between children and adults is the cornerstone of the Together program.  

· What if a child brings a different adult to every session?

Since the aim of the Together program is to model and encourage reading at home, it is important to emphasize to parents early on that the program requires consistent participation from both parents and children.  While a single substitution for an adult participant is almost inevitable, you may need to discuss the goals of the program with parents who miss more than two sessions.

· Can children younger than 9 or older than 11 participate in the program? 

The target age for this program is 9 to 11 years of age since this is a critical period in the development of reading for pleasure.  The Council recognizes, however, that there may be children you want to include in the program who are outside this age range.  Some examples might be:

· A child who has a birthday during the course of the program which pushes them into or out of the target age range.

· A child who has been held back a year in school but whose classmates are participating in the program.

· An 8-year-old who has very advanced reading skills and whose birthday is within 2 months of the program.

Talk to your co-facilitators and determine the best group of students for your site.

· Do all participants have to be fluent in English?

At this time Together is not targeted towards English language learners.  Participants should be comfortable readers in English in order to fully participate in the Together program; however, there may be exceptions that can be determined on an individual basis.

· Can I ask a family to stop coming to the program if they are causing problems?

As host site coordinator it is your job to provide the best experience for the group and if there are participants who are hindering the rest, then is it up to your discretion to deal with them as you see fit. But asking a family to stop attending the Together program should only occur as a last resort.  Work with your co-facilitators to make sure that you have exhausted all possible options.  
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All documents found in the appendices are also available on the Council’s website: http://www.nyhumanities.org/discussion_groups/kids_and_parents/together/
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