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Before George H.W. Bush entered the 1980 Presidential race, Barbara Bush gave great thought to 
how she could serve America if she became First Lady. She wanted to devote her time and energy 
to a cause that would make a positive and meaningful difference to as many people around the 
country as possible. 

As she jogged around Houston’s Memorial Park on a hot summer day in 1978, she pondered 
everything in society that worried her: homelessness, crime, hunger, and drugs. She realized that all 
of the conditions she was concerned about would improve if more people could read, write, and 
comprehend. 

Literacy enables people to stay in school and get an education, meaning fewer people experience 
homelessness or become involved with crime or drugs. People have increased job opportunities 
and higher wages, improved health, and the ability to help their children achieve in the classroom. 

Why Literacy? 

Barbara Bush at the White House 
in 1990 
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As wife of the Vice President (1981-89), Barbara Bush crisscrossed the country, visiting literacy 
programs, schools, and libraries and bringing awareness to the cause. In the spring of 1984, she wrote 
a book about her dog called C. Fred’s Story, which raised close to $100,000 for literacy organizations. 

During her time as First Lady (1989-93), she was able to shine an even brighter light on literacy, 
forming the Barbara Bush Foundation for Family Literacy shortly after President Bush took office in 
1989. 

The Foundation believes that every child deserves an equal opportunity to achieve. Many of the 
nation’s youngest children who come from disadvantaged families face great challenges, unable to 
gain the necessary literacy skills to match their peers – skills necessary for success. Millions of parents 
lack basic reading and writing abilities to help their children in school. That is why the Barbara Bush 
Foundation for Family Literacy advocates for the most fundamental of educational skills for both child 
and parent: the ability to read and write.

Over the course of 25 years, Barbara Bush’s Foundation has changed the lives of parents and their 
children, and it is still working today to make America a more literate place. Thank you for joining us 
for a look at the Foundation, seeing all that it has done in the past and what it is currently doing to 
address America’s Biggest Challenge – illiteracy. 

George and Barbara Bush 
with their dog, C. Fred, in 
Kennebunkport, Maine in 
September 1982
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The Barbara Bush Foundation began its formation in the fall of 1988. On November 15, a dinner 
was held with President-elect and Mrs. Bush and literacy leaders from around the country. The next 
day, she convened a meeting with those willing to help form a Foundation. During that meeting, 
Barbara Bush and participants agreed that the Foundation would focus on helping the entire family 
learn to read and write. 

The Barbara Bush Foundation for Family Literacy was officially announced at a White House 
luncheon on March 6, 1989. Created to support the development and expansion of family literacy 
programs in settings where parents and children read and learn together, the Foundation’s mission 
was to: 

• Establish	literacy	as	a	value	in	every	family	in	America	by	helping	parents	understand	that	the
home is the child’s first school, the parent is the child’s first teacher, and reading is the child’s
first subject.

• Break	the	intergenerational	cycle	of	illiteracy	by	supporting	the	development	of	literacy
programs that build families of readers.

In 1989, the first office of the Barbara Bush Foundation was established through the Community 
Foundation for the National Capital Region in Washington, DC. Benita Somerfield became the 
Foundation’s	Executive	Director,	a	position	she	held	until	2012.	

the Foundation’s Launch 
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Barbara Bush greets the 
Foundation’s Executive Director, 
Benita Somerfield, in April 1991.

Barbara Bush stands with Peter 
Jennings, emcee of the November 
1988 dinner. During the dinner, 
Mrs. Bush was awarded the 
National Literacy Honors medal for 
her work in literacy.
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First steps

First teachers

In 1989, the Foundation published First Teachers, a family literacy handbook highlighting models of 
effective	family	literacy	programs.	Later,	the	Foundation	published	and	distributed	English	and	Spanish	
versions of “Barbara Bush’s Family Reading Tips.” In this pamphlet, Mrs. Bush wrote, “Learning begins 
at home, and reading with our children is one of the best ways to strengthen learning.” 

NatioNal GraNts

In March 1990, the Foundation launched its first grant cycle and awarded eleven grants to 
support family literacy programs. Organizations across America apply for our highly competitive grants 
to develop new family literacy programs or expand existing programs that focus on the parent and 
child learning and reading together. In 2014, we began providing support across the nation through 
family scholarships, empowering parents to take pride and ownership in their education. To date, 
the Foundation has impacted children and parents in all 50 states by funding programs that can 
transform lives.
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Barbara Bush with children at the 
Free Library in Philadelphia, PA, in 
February 1989

In March 1990, Barbara Bush 
visits with a mother and her child 
participating in the event “Families 
in Schools Together.”
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A spotlight on Literacy 
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MiLLiE’S	Book

Millie’s Book is a dog’s eye account of all the happenings at
the White House. From meetings in the Oval Office to squirrel 
hunting	on	the	South	Lawn,	the	Bushes’	English	Springer	
Spaniel, Millie, described her memorable experiences as 
the nation’s First Dog. 

Written by Barbara Bush, the book was released in the fall 
of 1990. It went on to be a New York Times bestseller, selling 
more than 400,000 copies and raising over $1 million for the 
Barbara Bush Foundation.

StorytiME

In the fall of 1990, Mrs. Bush teamed up with ABC Radio 
Network and Children’s Literacy Initiative to launch “Mrs. 
Bush’s Storytime.” The radio program included Mrs. Bush, 
a host of celebrities, and cartoon characters reading children’s 
books. Broadcast around the country, Mrs. Bush and her 
friends entertained countless families, encouraging them 
to read together. 

Mrs. Bush tapes “Mrs. Bush’s Story 
Time” in the Map Room of the White 
House in July 1992.

Mrs. Bush and Millie on the South 
Lawn of the White House in April 
1989

Barbara Bush and Millie in 
April 1990

Barbara Bush visits students at the 
Martin County Literacy Council in 
Stuart, Florida, in May 1991.

BBFFL Retrospective - 2014.indd   8 8/4/14   12:53 PM



Page 7

A Champion for Literacy 
“I have seen with my own 
eyes: the ability to read, 
write, and comprehend 
truly transforms the 
lives of parents and their 
children.”
– Barbara Bush

Mrs. Bush visits with a student 
at Learn Adult Literacy Center in 
Cleveland, Ohio, in February 1990. 
Over the years, Barbara Bush has 
traveled all around the country 
visiting countless literacy programs, 
bringing awareness to the cause 
and encouraging the programs’ 
students and teachers. 

Mrs. Bush reads a book to children at the “All 
Children’s House” in New York City in February 
1990. Because reading aloud to children is 
one of the most important things we can do to 
prepare children to learn and succeed, Barbara 
Bush has devoted much time through the years 
to reading to boys and girls in schools, libraries, 
and literacy programs across the country. 

Barbara Bush enjoys a sweet 
moment with a student at the United 
Nations International Literacy Day 
Celebration in New York City in 
September 1989. 
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A Champion for Literacy 
“For more than 30 years, my 
passion has been literacy. 
I chose it because I believe 
that if more people could 
read, write, and comprehend, 
we would be that much 
closer to solving so many of 
the problems plaguing our 
society.” 
– Barbara Bush

In June 1990, Mrs. Bush celebrated “Read 
Aloud Day” by reading Jamaica’s Find at 
the Spaulding Library in Prince George’s 
County, Maryland. Barbara Bush has 
always believed that libraries play an 
important role in our educational system, 
with many sponsoring literacy classes and 
programs to get children hooked on books 
early in life. 

Mrs. Bush visits Longfellow Elementary School 
in Albuquerque, New Mexico, to encourage 
participants of the “Learning to Read through 
the Arts” program in March 1990. 

In April 1991, President and Mrs. Bush 
spoke at the signing of the National 
Literacy Act. Inspired by Barbara Bush, 
the law sought to strengthen literacy 
programs and ensure that all adults 
in the United States possess the skills 
necessary to function effectively and to 
achieve success both professionally and 
personally. 
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“My wish is for every 
parent and child to 
experience the joy of 
reading and a lifetime of 
learning.”
– Barbara Bush

Mrs. Bush participated in the Reading Discovery 
Videoconference and Distance Learning Program in 
February 2011. Every year since 2008, the Barbara Bush 
Foundation has partnered with the George Bush Presidential 
Library and Museum to host this annual event. Mrs. Bush 
connects with thousands of students across the country via 
Skype, encouraging them to learn by reading aloud to them 
and answering their questions. 

Mrs. Bush with students of Barbara 
Bush Elementary School in Mesa, 
Arizona, in March 2002.

President and Mrs. Bush read to 
a group of preschoolers at Carver 
Elementary School in Bryan, Texas, 
in March 2003. 

Barbara Bush participated in a 
Public Service Announcement to 
promote the NBA’s “Stay in School” 
program with several Charlotte 
Hornets players in January 1991. 
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While the Barbara Bush Foundation is a national nonprofit dedicated to improving literacy 
and lives across America, there have been special state-specific initiatives in Maine, Maryland, 
Florida, and Texas to award grants and promote family literacy. In those states, there has 
been an added emphasis on program grants and family scholarships; Celebration of Reading 
events; family learning workshops and baby journals; youth mentoring; and advocacy and 
policy meetings.

Literacy in the states 

2012-2013 Barbara Bush Fellows (left to 
right) Merlissa Alfred, Brandy Kelly, and 
Amber Godwin

Doro Bush Koch shares story time with a 
mom and son in Maine.

A Florida family literacy 
classroom welcomes both 
moms and children, birth 
to five.
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Barbara Bush met with Texas grant recipients in College Station, 
Texas, in 2007.

Former First Lady Laura Bush celebrated 
the successes of Dallas mom, Jamia Harris.

Specific to the Texas Initiative, which includes the support of Laura Bush, the 
Barbara Bush Fellows program was created in 2007. Administered by the 
Texas Center for the Advancement of Literacy and Learning at Texas A&M 
University, the Fellowships provided one-year awards to three doctoral students 
conducting research in the area of family literacy.
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Celebration of Reading events 

in april 1995, the Foundation started a new tradition: celebration of reading. 

To celebrate reading is to spend a warm and engaging evening with Mrs. Bush and her family 
listening to best-selling authors share excerpts from their latest books. Very different from a 
traditional reading event, the program is expertly produced, including a wonderful set and 
other hallmarks of a real “show.” Guests are entertained by the readers and are moved by the 
testimony of an adult learner whose life has been transformed by learning to read. 

Held annually in Texas and Florida, these fundraisers spotlight literacy and highlight the fact 
that everyone has the right to read, regardless of age. Proceeds raised from these events 
support our family literacy efforts to help parents and children learn and read together.

George H.W. and Barbara Bush 
at the 2011 Florida Celebration 
of Reading

The “Celebrate Literacy” 
artwork, a custom creation 
by international pop artist 
Romero Britto
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houstoN, texas

In 1995, the first Celebration of Reading was held in Houston and hosted by President and Mrs. 
George H. W. Bush. Today, Maria and Neil serve as hosts and are working to develop a blueprint for 
community action to raise awareness of the literacy crisis in Houston and to mobilize their city to 
make literacy its number one priority. 

Florida 

Governor and Mrs. Bush hosted the first Florida Celebration of Reading in 2001. The event raises 
funds for grassroots family literacy academies that provide families with a second chance at education 
and	instruction	for	those	who	need	to	improve	their	English	language,	reading,	and	writing	skills.

dallas/Fort Worth, texas

The first Dallas/Fort Worth Celebration of Reading was held in 2002. George P. and Amanda 
immediately became involved in this event when they moved to Dallas the next year and were 
honored to take the lead when their “Ganny” asked them to serve as Committee Co-Chairs in 2008. 
They have expanded the reach of the Celebration across North Texas, advocating for family literacy 
and helping raise millions of dollars for the Foundation. Former First Lady Laura Bush serves as 
Honorary Chair of this event.

Neil and Maria Bush

Jeb and Columba Bush

George P. and Amanda Bush
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Celebration of Reading events 

“I’ve participated in many literacy programs around the country 
and I found the celebration of reading to be right at the top 
with the very best of them. Most importantly, the vital work that the 
Celebration has funded in the literacy field has touched the lives of 
so many, helping them to realize their potential as human beings.”
David Baldacci

“To hear someone who has only recently learned to read as an 
adult – to see them stand with only their hard-earned, much-
deserved	pride	surpassing	their	fear	–	and	rEAD	aloud	–	before	
thousands of people – it is one of the most sublimely uplifting, 
awe-inspiring experiences imaginable. The honor of participating in 
the celebration of reading is one that I treasure.”
Jill Conner Browne, The Sweet Potato Queen

“celebration of reading isn’t just another fancy get-together. It’s a 
true event – and most important, it is filled with a genuine warmth 
and care for making families’ lives better through the simple act of 
reading. Let’s see the fancy get-togethers do that!”
Brad Meltzer

“celebration of reading is the event where a couple of nobodies 
like me and Denver were catapulted from obscurity to the The New 
York Times Best Sellers List. At seventy-one years of age, a reticent 
Denver Moore, illiterate until sixty-seven, at the request of Barbara 
Bush, read to the enthusiastic audience in a life-changing moment.”
Ron Hall and Denver Moore, Same Kind of Different as Me
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Barbara Bush with the Sweet 
Potato Queen, author Jill Connor 
Browne, in Florida in 2006 Author Jon Meacham, Doro Bush 

Koch, Barbara Bush, and author 
Brad Thor in Houston in 2013

Dallas author Jim Nantz in 2009
Jeb and Barbara Bush in Florida 
in 2011
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George and Barbara Bush with the cast 
of Cats in Houston in 2010

To celebrate the 20th anniversary of the 
Foundation in 2009, Barbara Bush’s 
grandchildren surprised her during the 
Houston program.

George H.W. Bush with the Houston 
Texas Cheerleaders in 2013

Author Steve Doocy in Florida in 2009 Barbara Bush with Dallas authors 
Jeanette Walls, Sandra Brown, and 
Jodi Picoult in 2007

George W., George P. and George 
H.W. Bush in Houston in 2011
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When George H.W. Bush was President, he was often heard 
urging people to be a “point of light” in the lives of others, 
encouraging them to help their neighbors and serve a purpose 
higher than themselves. Through the years, the Foundation has 
been a “point of light” to many: 

special initiatives: Following Hurricanes Ike and Dolly and the 
Rio Grande River flooding, the Foundation awarded nine adult 
and family literacy programs in Texas with special grants to help 
them rebuild. 

essay contests: The Foundation has hosted essay contests 
for students who attend schools in underprivileged areas. 
The purpose of the contests are to give much-needed 
encouragement to students, inspiring them to read, learn, and 
reach for their dreams. 

Baby Journals: The Love.Read.Learn!™ Baby Journal is a book 
given to parents of newborns and toddlers that includes tips 
on how to encourage a love of books and learning and how to 
promote good health in their homes. Working with state first 
ladies, state partners, health agencies, and private sponsors, the 
Foundation has helped provide this free, keepsake booklet to 
more than 1.3 million families. 

A Point of Light 

Barbara Bush visited 
Yellowstone Academy in 
Houston, Texas, to award the 
winner of the Foundation’s 
essay contest in April 2009.

In June 2013, Barbara Bush and 
Maine’s First Lady, Ann LePage, 
distributed Love.Read.Learn!™ books 
at the Barbara Bush Children’s 
Hospital in Portland, Maine. 
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Celebrating Literacy at sea

As	the	sponsor	of	the	USS	George	H.	W.	Bush	(CVN	77),	Doro	Bush	koch	has	taken	
literacy to the high seas! Over the years, she has worked hard to inspire the aircraft 
carrier’s crew and their families to read and learn together. Some of her activities 
aboard the ship include: 

• Hosting	a	Celebration	of	reading	at	Sea
in May 2010.

• Establishing	a	library	aboard	the	aircraft
carrier and collecting signed books
from authors who support the
Foundation’s efforts. The library is now
named after Doro.

• Encouraging	sailors	and	their	families	to
share time reading together at home and
via Skype while out to sea.

• reading	a	book	to	the	crew’s	children	in
the ship’s hangar bay.

United Through Reading, a national reading program for families of deployed military 
personnel, honored the work of the Barbara Bush Foundation on November 2, 
2013, by presenting their Angel Award to the Foundation. They acknowledged the 
Foundation’s	commitment	to	military	families,	specifically	through	Doro	Bush	koch’s	
sponsorship of the CVN 77.

Celebration of Reading at Sea authors James 
Bradley, Antwone Fisher, Chris Draft, and Jill Conner 
Browne with Doro Bush Koch in her namesake 
library in May 2010
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In 2012, the Barbara Bush Foundation for Family Literacy merged with the Volunteer USA Foundation, 
based	in	tallahassee,	Florida.	Honorary	Chairs	Jeb	Bush	and	Doro	Bush	koch	provide	leadership	and	
vision to the public charity, with their mother, Barbara Bush, remaining active as founder. 

Jeb Bush served as the 43rd governor of Florida from 1999 to 2007. He championed major 
education reform in Florida by raising academic standards, requiring accountability in public schools, 
and creating the most ambitious school choice program in the nation. In 1999, he established the 
Governor’s Family Literacy Initiative. 

Doro	Bush	koch	is	the	author	of	the	book,	My Father, My President: A Personal Account of the Life of 
George H.W. Bush. A leader in the Foundation for years, she created the Foundation’s Initiative in her 
home	state	of	Maryland	with	trisha	reilly	koch.	

Because of an unwavering belief that literacy is a right in America, the new leadership continues to 
champion the cause to help more families achieve the American Dream. We start with the nation’s 
most precious resource, our children. These children, along with their parents, receive Barbara 
Bush Foundation Scholarships to attend high-quality family literacy programs in local communities. 
We empower low-income families by offering them the chance to learn together and share their 
successes in the classroom and in life.

the Foundation today 

“As a mother, I know first-
hand how important it 
is for parents to be their 
children’s first and best 
teachers. Our goal is to 
make literacy a cultural 
value for every family in 
the United States.” 
– Doro Bush Koch

“As a mother, I know first-
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America’s Biggest Challenge

Today, with more than 30 million American adults unable to read or write at a basic level, the 
Foundation is working harder than ever to spread literacy to every corner of the country. 

The literacy level of adults in America affects the next generation. The odds are stacked against 
children who come from disadvantaged backgrounds and who are being raised in homes where 
parents lack fundamental reading and writing skills. It is startling to realize that upon entering school, 
there can exist a 30-million word gap between children coming from a language-rich home compared 
to those from low-literate homes. Simply said, half of all children born to a mother lacking a high 
school diploma are not ready to start kindergarten.

Low literacy skills are directly linked to poor health, greater inequality, higher unemployment, and 
less earned income. The growing education and social mobility gap in America creates less financial 
opportunity and social mobility for low-income families. We believe illiteracy is America’s Biggest 
Challenge and that investing in family literacy is critical to the success of our families and nation.

“The U.S. literacy statistics are 
unacceptable. They represent real 
lives – moms and dads and children 
who must be fundamentally literate 
to compete and succeed in today’s 
world. So what we are doing at 
the Barbara Bush Foundation is 
amassing both adult and childhood 
literacy information in one place. Our 
hope is that it will better identify the 
literacy needs in each state and help 
determine the best opportunities to
help families learn. We must transform 
the way America deals with illiteracy 
and invest in our future.” 
- Jeb Bush
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our solutions to America’s Biggest Challenge include empowering families by:

• Providing	family	scholarships	that	educate	both	parent	and	child	and	promote	learning	from	infancy	to
adulthood. These scholarships empower parents to take ownership of their education and invest in
their children’s future.

• Partnering	with	a	network	of	high-performing	family	literacy	programs	in	local	communities	that	are
required to meet our rigorous performance standards to enroll Barbara Bush Scholarship families.

• Promoting	reading	through	the	mentoring	program	teen	trendsettersTM. With a special focus on the
books related to science, Teen Trendsetters pairs high school student volunteers with elementary
students who need to boost their reading level, making them more fluent readers.

our comprehensive family literacy solutions are focused on:

• Helping	children	start	school	ready	to	learn	and	excel.
• Helping	adults	become	workforce-ready	through	classes	that	encompass	reading,	math,

English	language,	parenting	skills,	GED	instruction	and,	for	some,	American	Sign	Language.
• Encouraging	lifelong	learning	as	a	family	value	to	be	passed	on	through	the	generations.

“With your help, we 
can achieve greater 
success by shaping 
family literacy policy, 
shepherding innovative 
learning technologies, 
and building a larger 
network of exceptional 
programs that teach 
America’s parents and 
children to learn and 
succeed.” 
– Jeb Bush

“As a mother, I know 
\first-hand how 
important it is for 
parents to be their child’s 
first and best teachers. 
Our goal is to make 
literacy a cultural value 
for every family in the 
United States.” 
– Doro Bush Koch 
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our Results 

We measure the results of our programs by strong data. Last year, our family literacy 
programs each received a report card based on A-F grading system. A score of B 
or better means that their parents are making progress twice as fast as students 
attending most other literacy programs. For the 23 percent who earned a C or 
less, the programs will not be funded by our Foundation. 

the statistics show that the Barbara Bush Foundation model works:

• on	average,	parents	in	our	programs	improved	their	literacy	skills	by
1.6 grade levels in just nine months’ time and gained 1.7 grade levels
in their basic math skills.

• Ninety	percent	of	preschool-age	children,	who	enter	the
program at the lowest literacy levels, end the year on
par with their peers and ready to enter kindergarten.

• infants	and	toddlers	demonstrate	impressive	gains.
Their potential delays in social communication,
expressive language and symbolic functioning
dropped dramatically, from nearly 50 percent to
15 percent.
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Family success stories 

Throughout the years, the Barbara Bush Foundation has helped transform the lives of families across 
the United States. Here are a few of our many success stories: 

christine adkinson, a young mother of four, proves that a second chance at education dramatically 
changes lives. Faced with the learning disabilities of two of her sons and her own lack of a high 
school diploma, Christine realized that education was the key to improving her family’s future. With 
encouraging family literacy teachers behind her, Christine worked hard, spending countless nights 
doing	homework	at	the	kitchen	table	with	her	children,	and	earned	her	GED.	Now	a	college	student,	
Christine wants to help others learn and thrive as a teacher. 

lester Benton struggled as a child with reading and writing. As an adult, he held low-paying jobs and 
hid his literacy problems from his children because of embarrassment. However, when his sons began 
to learn to read, Lester decided he wanted a second chance in the classroom and found a program 
that made him fall in love with books. Lester said the real turning point was the day a teacher asked 
him to write down how he had been impacted by a story the class was reading. “I realized I had just 
written the first paragraph I could remember. Tears came to my eyes, and I could not stop crying.”

Maria segura,	a	young	mother	with	extremely	limited	English	skills	and	no	high	school	diploma,	
fought to make ends meet. She worked as a field-hand picking vegetables, even needing her children 
to work with her during the summer – a memory that still breaks her heart. It wasn’t until her son 
asked to go to preschool that Maria realized she needed to get back in the classroom to give her 
family	a	better	life.	After	enrolling	in	a	family	literacy	program,	she	earned	her	GED	and	enrolled	in	
college. Going from picking tomatoes to toting books has turned her tears to smiles.

Christine Adkinson 

Lester Benton

Maria Segura 
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if you can read this, 
you can help.

learn more at BarbaraBush.org
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