
READING AMBASSADORS ARE ON A MISSION TO
INCREASE COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT

By Ron Barry
Crockett County loves its sports.

Ashlee Hall and her fellow Save The
Children reading ambassadors –
Cassie Pearson and Jenna Cherry – are
on a mission to make books just as
popular.

Hall (Friendship Elementary), Pearson
(Gadsden Elementary), and Cherry
(Maury City Elementary) were active
Thursday afternoon at Blue Cross Park
next to the high school, conducting a
“Read Like a Champion” event that
blended the love of sports with
reading. The two-hour program gave
children the opportunity to play
sports-themed reading games, acquire
free books, eat snacks, and hit the
playground.

The point of the afternoon’s activity –
in addition to the ambassadors’ love
for simply making reading more
appealing to their students – is to
generate increased community
involvement in the Save The Children
reading initiative that ranks as one of
the most successful educational
efforts in Crockett County in recent
memory.

Now in its fourth year – although it
came dangerously close to losing
much of its funding mechanisms just
last fall – the initiative continues to be
a bright spot in the academic
achievement of Crockett’s elementary
schools. Hall doesn’t want to see the
program funding endangered in the
future, because too many good things
are resulting from it.

“We have seen this program start from
scratch to become the most
successful reading initiative the
schools have seen,” Hall said. “When
we started, teachers and
administrators were encouraging its
use. Then, as parents began to see
their children get interested, more of
them got involved. We started getting
some investment from community
businesses. Now, even the kids are
holding each other accountable as
they try to reach the goals they have
set.”
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But – and there’s always a “but” when
education funding is involved – Hall
says the key to the whole thing
continuing is the extent to which the
community becomes involved.

“It isn’t enough to show how many
more books the children are reading in
the schools,” Hall said, “although the
rate of an increase has been
phenomenal. The legislators who will
ultimately vote on whether Save The
Children can keep doing this in our
school system are looking for a strong
commitment from the community
itself. That means sponsorships from
businesses and involvement by parent
volunteers. We’ve had those things,
and they continue to grow, but the
best way to positively influence those
who will determine whether this
continues is to have more and more
people in the community see the
benefits and acknowledge the good
that the program is doing.”

Thursday’s event even partnered with
United Way’s “The Wow Wagon,” giving
every student who attended the
opportunity to select any two books for
free from its trailer.

Left: Several games
were located under
this main tent at the
corner of Blue Cross
Park. (Photo by Ron
Barry)

“These kids love getting these free
books,” Hall said, “but it’s very
expensive for groups like the United
Way and Save The Children to keep
offering them. But when the
community becomes involved enough
– and the children continue to read
more and more, which helps them in all
areas in school – it can snowball into an
obvious thing that’s just too good to
stop. That’s our goal.”

Hall, Pearson, and Cherry stayed busy
Thursday helping children play the
reading games, select their new books,
and negotiate the snacks table.
Crockett County Director of Schools
P.A. Pratt came by to show his support
of the event, as did the elementary
school principals.

Games included “Goalie Match,”
“Sporty Sounds,” “Spin Share,” “Hoop It
Up!,” and “Crack the Code.” The park
pavilion had a photo backdrop for
“Read Like a Champion” that was
flanked by giant boxes of “popcorn,”
which were actually balloons. The
reading ambassadors will have future
events at each school designed to
increase awareness of the Save The
Children program.
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Above: The event was "Read Like a Champion," with a photo backdrop
framed by giant "popcorn" boxes. (Photo by Ashlee Hall)

Below: Gadsden reading ambassador Cassie Pearson helps two young
men with a game at Thursday's program. (Photo by Ron Barry)

Below: Ashlee Hall (right) works through an "ABCs" book with a young reader.
(Photo by Ron Barry)

Left: Maury City
reading ambassador
Jenna Cherry cuts up
some decorations used
in Thursday's Save The
Children event. (Photo
by Ron Barry)

Below: A special partnership with the United Way brought in the
"WOW Wagon," giving two free books to every child in attendance.
(Photo by Ron Barry) Following are a variety of scenes from the day's
successful event. (All photos by Ron Barry)

Above: Even the student workers tried out the "Crack the Code" game after
signing in the elementary school participants. (Photo by Ron Barry)
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