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A new partner of the Oakland Fund for Children & Youth

Mobilizing Students 
to Mentor Young 

Readers in Literacy



According to recent estimates, 245,000 Bay Area K-3rd graders are reading below grade 
level. This literacy gap has serious consequences for our community’s children and families, 
and for the economic and political future of the Bay Area. Studies show that 3rd graders 
who are reading below grade level are four times less likely to graduate from high school1. 

Enter Community Reading Buddies (CRB). By mobilizing and training middle and high 
school students to mentor young students one-to-one in literacy, CRB is able to support 
K-3rd grade students to read on grade level before it’s too late – and close the early literacy 
gap in the Bay Area. And our young students make remarkable reading gains. In summer 
2022, students made an average of four months of reading growth in just one eight-
week session! This is the kind of progress that has the potential to meaningfully narrow the 
literacy gap – and pave the way for a more equitable future for the Bay Area. 

But the story of CRB is not only about reach. It’s also about individual impact. Two years 
ago, CRB began using the award-winning digital literacy platform BookNook, and since 
then it has opened the door to new possibilities. Youth Mentors are able to use the dynamic 
platform to regularly assess Buddies’ progress and quickly adjust to their areas for growth. 
Through that new virtual programming, our young readers are able to quickly reach grade 
level in reading. In fact, this summer over 30% of our students who began the 
program below grade level reached grade level in only two months! 

BACKGROUND & INTRODUCTION

  https://www.aecf.org/blog/poverty-puts-struggling-readers-in-double-jeopardy-minorities-most-at-risk
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Modesire has become much more confident 
in her ability to read. She can now sound out 
words and identify rhyming words very well. 
Watching Modesire grow to become an avid 
reader has been special to watch. Her fun 
energy is contagious and so enjoyable to be 
around!”

MIA, MODESIRE’S YOUTH MENTOR



Imagine having your future dictated by 
how well your earliest education gave you 
confidence and joy in reading. Coming into 
this year, Raphael was an energetic 3rd 
grader with a love of nature and storytelling. 
He nerded out on Winnie the Pooh and Harry 
Potter. However, that love of storytelling 
hadn’t yet translated into confidence in 
reading. In fact, Raphael was reading below 
grade level. His graduation is nine years away, 
but statistically that already made him four 
times less likely to graduate high school. 

Enter Community Reading Buddies (CRB) 
and Raphael’s Youth Mentor this summer, 
Natalie Santos. A junior at KIPP King Collegiate, Natalie worked with Raphael twice a week 
using the award-winning digital literacy platform, BookNook. As Raphael shared his own 
stories, Natalie made him feel special and smart and encouraged him to become a great 
reader. Not only did he engage in customized literacy activities with Natalie twice a week, 
but he started reading more on his own.

And his growth was incredible. Over just one seven-week cycle of CRB, Raphael for 
the first time reached grade level in literacy! That injection of confidence has 
made him genuinely confident in his reading skills. “For the first time, Raphael pushed his 
boundaries and asked to read harder books,” his mom Marissa said.

But it’s not only Raphael who benefited from the program. Trained alongside over 150 
other Youth Mentors in social-emotional skills, Natalie gained a new perspective on her role 
in giving back to her community. “It’s not just about helping and providing guidance, it’s 
about making connections,” said Natalie. “I think that getting to have a friendship with your 
Buddy is something special and is creating something unique.”

Natalie and Raphael’s story embodies the mission of CRB: to close the early literacy gap in 
the Bay Area. 

ONE OF MANY SUCCESS STORIES 
NATALIE AND RAPHAEL

Because of Community Reading Buddies 
(CRB), Raphael is reading more challenging 
books. His confidence grew in both reading 
and comprehension!”

- MARISSA, RAPHAEL’S MOM AFTER HE REACHED GRADE LEVEL IN LITERACY THROUGH CRB
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ABOUT OUR BUDDIES & YOUTH MENTORS IN 2021-22

Mentors work to close the early literacy gap while also receiving extensive training in 
critically important social-emotional skills. Further, they gain valuable experience and 
support as they grow toward becoming successful, independent adults — all while 
giving back to their communities. In summer 2022, over four-fifths of our youth mentors 
demonstrated gains in key social-emotional skills, including confidence, communication, 
and connection to community.

48 
OUSD  

Elementary  
Schools

3,000+  
Hours  

Volunteered 

Summer 2022 Racial Demographics*
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44 
Bay Area  
Middle &  

High Schools

351 
Students

184 
Pairs

Buddies Youth Mentors

Black or  
African American

Hispanic or  
Latino

Asian or 
Middle Eastern

White

Other

Black or  
African American

Asian or 
Middle Eastern

Hispanic or  
Latino

Other

White

*The total is more than 100% due to the ability to select more than one category.



LOOKING FORWARD INTO 2022-23

Community Reading Buddies has attracted much community interest and gained new 
sources of generous support. During the past year, CRB received the first-place funding award 
from Impact 100, which selected our program out of 211 organizations being considered. CRB 
was recently awarded funding from the Oakland Fund for Children & Youth, bringing forward a 
new partnership with the City of Oakland.

With these new resources, CRB plans to triple its size and reach in the coming 
year, on track to serve 639 pairs. That’s over 1,200 students! 

In addition to having a demonstrated positive impact on kids’ literacy levels, CRB has proven to 
be a highly efficient program model. While there are many impactful literacy programs across 
the Bay, CRB stands out as being especially cost-effective. In fact, with what it costs other 
literacy programs to reach one student, we can reach six. 

And it will take efficient programs to have a serious impact on the overwhelming need in our 
communities, lifting our kids up to grade level in literacy.

The potential of our new year-round Community Reading Buddies 
program presents us with a powerful opportunity to reach a far greater 
number of Bay Area students. The lingering effects of the Covid-19 pandemic – and 
the associated disruptions to student learning – that have further widened the literacy gap 
make this moment more critical than ever. CRB is on the verge of something special, and the 
communities around us are beginning to join in.

With nearly half a million young students across the Bay below grade level in literacy, our top 
priority is identifying partners to help us scale Community Reading Buddies as quickly as 
possible to meet that need. You can be a part of that change.

COMMUNITY READING BUDDIES 2021 – 2022 IMPACT REPORT  |   5



THANK YOU

Key Community Partners
Oakland Unified School District
Oakland Literacy Coalition
OUSD’s Exploring College, Career, 
and Community Options Internship Program
Tandem, Partners in Early Learning

Grantors
Bernard and Alba Witkin Foundation
Impact 100 - East Bay
Lois Lenski Covey Foundation
Mechanics Bank Community Giving
Oakland Fund for Children & Youth
Quest Foundation
Shop with a Cop Foundation of Silicon Valley
Teichert Foundation
West Contra Costa Public Education Fund
West Davis and Bergard Foundation

In-kind Donors
Galactic Fed
Matt Rife 

Donors
Over 100 generous individual donors
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My favorite friend is you.”
ANASTASIA TO HER MENTOR EMMA



STAFF & CONTACT

Board of Directors
Jack Woodruff, President
Nancy Glasenk, Treasurer
Linda Delgado-Pelton
Tejaswi Doddapaneni
Katrina Journey
Fatemeh Khatibloo
Dana Sherry

Advisory Board 
Joseph de Wolk
Zakiya Mackey
Jamil Miles
Nat Smith

Staff
Drew Sokol, Executive Director
Kathleen Mautner, Director of Community Reading Buddies
Aaron Rubio, Community Reading Buddies Manager

Summer ‘22 Community Reading 
Buddies Staff
Kristian Adams, Program Coordinator
Joy Patterson, Program Coordinator
Dr. D’Andrea Robinson, Program Coordinator
Mikaela Santos, Program & Outreach Intern
Elleke Knibbe, Program Intern
Namugga Nakayiza, Program Intern

101 Broadway
Oakland, CA 94607

510-658-7500
info@aspireeducation.org
www.aspireeducation.org

EIN 20-5274459
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I don’t want to 
talk anymore. 
Let’s just start 
reading!” 

MODESIRE, MIA’S BUDDY


