SOCIAL
PROGRAMS
THAT WORK

Social Programs That Work Review

Evidence Summary for Annual Book Fairs in High-Poverty
Elementary Schools

HIGHLIGHTS:

e PROGRAM: Annual book fairs to provide summer reading to students in high-poverty
elementary schools over three years, starting at the end of first or second grade.

e EVALUATION METHODS: A single well-conducted randomized controlled trial (RCT)
with a sample of 1,713 first and second graders in 17 high-poverty elementary
schools in Florida.

e KEY FINDINGS: Increase in students’ reading achievement by 35-40% of a grade
level, three years after random assignment.

e OTHER: A study limitation is that its sample was geographically concentrated in two
Florida school districts. Replication of these findings in a second trial, in another
setting, would be desirable to confirm the initial findings and establish that they
generalize to other settings where the program might be implemented.

I. Evidence rating: NEAR TOP TIER

The standard for Near Top Tier is:

Programs shown to meet almost all elements of the Top Tier standard, and which only need one
additional step to qualify. This category primarily includes programs that meet all elements of the Top
Tier standard in a single study site, but need a replication RCT to confirm the initial findings and
establish that they generalize to other sites. This is best viewed as tentative evidence that the program
would produce important effects if implemented faithfully in settings and populations similar to those in
the original study.

I1. Description of the Program:

The Annual Book Fairs program provides students in high-poverty elementary schools with books to
read over the summer for three consecutive summers starting at the end of first or second grade. The goal
is to prevent summer learning loss — specifically, the well-established tendency for low-income
children’s reading achievement to fall relative to their more advantaged peers during the summer break.
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A number of studies have found that the loss is sizable, and may help explain the substantial and
persistent reading achievement gap between more and less economically-advantaged students in the
United States [e.g., Cooper et. al, 1996, Alexander et. al, 2007].

In the spring of each school year, students attend the fair, located in their school building, where they can
order from among 400-600 books in a variety of genres (e.g., pop culture, series books, science). At each
fair, students pick 12 books to keep as their own, which are delivered to them on the final day of school.

The study does not report the exact cost of the program, but indicates it was low — the main cost being
that of supplying the students with 12 free books per year (which suggests a total three-year cost of
$190-$244 per student in 2017 dollars).

I11. Evidence of Effectiveness:

This summary of the evidence is based on a systematic search of the literature, and correspondence with
leading researchers, to identify all well-conducted randomized controlled trials of this Annual Book
Fairs program. Our search identified one such trial.> What follows is a summary of the study design and
the program’s effects on the main outcomes measured in the study, including any such outcomes for
which no or adverse effects were found. All effects shown are statistically significant at the 0.05 level
unless stated otherwise.

Overview of the Study Design: Randomized controlled trial of the Annual Book Fairs program in
17 high-poverty Florida elementary schools.

This was a randomized controlled trial of 1,713 first and second graders from 17 high-poverty
elementary schools in two large school districts in Florida. Students were randomly assigned to (i) a
group that received the Annual Book Fairs program, or (ii) a control group that did not.
Approximately 89% of the students in the sample were either African American or Hispanic, and
more than 65% were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.

Effects of the program approximately three years after random assignment (i.e., when most
students were in fourth or fifth grade):

Compared to the control group, students in the Book Fair group:

e Scored higher on Florida’s state-mandated test of reading achievement by 0.14 standard
deviations, which equates to about 35-40% of a grade level.?

L Our search identified one other randomized controlled trial of a book fair program, but we do not summarize the trial here
because that program differed substantially from the program described above. For example, the book fair in that program was
provided at the end of fourth grade (as opposed to first through third grade) and one time only (as opposed to three consecutive
years).

2 Specifically, the average annual gain in reading achievement for U.S. students during fourth and fifth grades on seven
nationally normed tests is 0.36 and 0.40 standard deviations respectively (see Bloom, Hill, Black, and Lipsey, 2008, referenced
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Reported reading more often during their summer breaks (the effect size is unclear, because the
study used an index of reading frequency that does not lend itself to ready interpretation).

Discussion of Study Quality:

The study had low-to-moderate sample attrition and a reasonably long-term follow-up: Outcome
data from the state reading assessment were collected for 79% of the Book Fair group and 76%
of the control group at the three-year follow-up.

The Book Fair and control group students in the three-year follow-up sample were similar in
their observable characteristics (i.e., demographics and pre-program reading ability).

The study evaluated the Annual Book Fairs program as delivered in 17 high-poverty public
schools, thus providing evidence of its effectiveness under real-world implementation
conditions.

The study measured outcomes using Florida’s state-mandated reading assessment — the Florida
Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) — whose reliability and validity are well-established.
The test primarily measures passage and word comprehension.

The study appropriately obtained parental consent for their children to participate in the study
prior to random assignment.

A limitation of this study is that students in the Book Fairs group were dropped from the study
sample at the three-year follow-up if they were no longer enrolled at one of the 17 schools
conducting the book fairs (on the rationale that they probably did not receive the full program).
By contrast, control group students were dropped only if they moved out of the school district
entirely. This problem — an “intention-to-treat” violation — has the potential to undermine the
equivalence of the Book Fairs and control groups. However, in this case, it appears to be at most
a limited problem since students in the Book Fairs group who left their school often transferred
to one of the other 17 schools providing the book fairs, and so were included in the final sample.
As a result, the Book Fairs and control groups had similar rates of sample retention at the three-
year follow-up (79% and 76% respectively) and remained similar in observable pre-program
characteristics, as noted above.

A second study limitation is that its sample was geographically concentrated in two Florida
school districts. Replication of the above findings in a second trial, conducted in another setting
by the same or other researchers, would be desirable to confirm that the program is effective in
other settings where it would normally be implemented.

at the end of this summary). The difference in achievement between Book Fair and control group students, shown above, is 35-
40% of these annual gains.
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IV. Summary of the Program’s Benefits and Costs:

If taxpayers fund implementation, what benefits to society can they expect to result, and what would be
their net cost? The following table provides a summary.

Benefits To Society

e An increase in students’ reading achievement by 35-40% of a grade level, three years after
random assignment.

Net Cost To Taxpayers

o Cost was not explicitly reported, but consists mainly of supplying each student with 12
free books per year (which suggests a total three-year cost of $190-$244 per student in
2017 dollars).
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