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Living the Dream

by Darid Kapp

he house ooks ke anv other com-
fortable residence on this guict,
suburban sereer. Bur the trangail exte-
rior s misteading this 15 baeadquariers
tey Dreams, Miriam

tor Books

Fipsteins crusade o share the jov of

reading with homeless chuldren,
Inside this house, the parage can sl
accommodate the family cars, just
barcle: hut it primary function v
sorve s awarchouse tor the thousands
of books awaiting Jisrribution o chil-
dhren and thetr parents who are living
11 shelrers, Shedves line the walls, and

every shelf s filled with cartons of

books that have been sorred by
reading Jevel or designared for spe-
cial purposes. Nearby, UConn pro-
fessor Howard Epstein’s office has
became a printing plant where the
program’s forms, lbels, book-
marks and other printed marerials
are computer penerated,
Upstairs, a former bedroom
holds srll more books along with
the props Miriam uses when she
goes out o read at shelters for the
homeless. Across the hall) in what
used to be another bedroom, is
command central, A closer has
been wirned into a bookease, The
walls arc lined with pictures of
homeless kids and their moms,
Another wall i5 covered with
awards and commendagons. The
drawers are packed with forms
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and labels, The desk is piled wish cor-
respondence and reminders of things
to do. Hlere, every morming around
cight, Mirtam renews her self-impaosed
mission o bring the pleasures and vial-
ues ol reading o children living on the
L'LI‘L{L'.

O the morning, that 1 visit ber,
Miriam s jupgling several tasks. Tinda
Clark, 2 volunteer irom Enticld, has
just delivered a boxtul of “reading
buddies,” Linda and her mother Fvelvn
collect used statfed tovs, wash and re-
furbish them, and supply them to the
progran, bast year, they provided
more than 3000 reading buddies for
Books o Dreams. Somewhere in an-
other part ol the house, a second vol-
unteer, Lynn Lukach of Manchester,
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Mirfam bpstein began ber ernsadc to bring

havks to bumeless children wich
Just a single canpas ook g, | ast year,
tirangli - Bosks 1o Dreams, she
delivered 20,400 books bu children, parents,
Sicllers, atid soup kitchens.

is placing tags on the reading bud-
dies dhat are used in the program.
No book or reading buddy is cver
given away without a careful lalel
bearing a message about the im-
portance of reading. There are let-
ters to atrend to, thank you notes
to volunteers and donors o be
written, calls to make, stadstics to
be compiled, and any number of
other “administrative”™ tasks to
handle.

The growing success of Books
to Dreams, since its inception in
1996, has led recently to its incor-
poration as a non-profit organiza-
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Books to Dreams
aims to promote
literacy through the
distribution of
children’s books,
story telling, and
readtng on a
reglar basis to
children of all ages
in homeless shel-
ters i

Connecticut,
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tion. As the program has evolved, it has beeome
more comples and has attmesed growing suppor
trom donors, voluntecrs, and the st Last vear,
Books 1o Dreams reached an audience of 431 chil-
dren and their parenrs at 135 sessions in eleven shiel-
ters in Harttord, Willinvantic, Daniclson, Rockville,
Noew London, Norwich, and Fast Hartford. Nearly
20,400 books were distribured o children, parents,
shebters and soup kitchens, Cash donations for bhooks
this vear will exceed $18,000), and thousands of used
Looks will be collecred. The Connecticut Departmen:
of Social Services contributes $30,000 anaually to
Bedp cover suome of the program’s costs,

It was not alwavs thus. The story gocs back along
way, Minam Epstein credits her father, Joseph
Smnnard of Glastorbury, for instilling in hera love
for bhooks and reading, She grew up in modest cir-
cumstances, bat, she savs, there were alwavs books
and always tirme for reading with her father, She
showed me her first book, a siny, well-loved copy ol
Mother Gonse stories given Lo her in 1948 by her
arandmother, Miram became an educaror, teaching
pre-school through cighth grades over the course of
her 25-vear carecr, the last ren vears of which were
spene teaching chird and fourth grades in the Co.
Jumbia public schoods, Buea rep to New York City
at Christmas 1988 changed her life. She observed
the homcless people sheltering o the splendor of
Grand Central Stuion and returned home wonder-
ing what she could do ro help.

One way of helping was o volunteer in the soup
kirchen at the Covenant Soup Kichen in Willimanne,
(Wer the eourse of several vears as a volunteer at
Covenant, and especially later avthe Shepherd's Place
Soup Kitchen in Manchester, Miriam noted the in-
creasing namber of children in
the soup kitchens, “As | served

the tood, she said, | was lonk-
ing inte the eves of many,
many children, That was whar
made me say, *§ ean'tlook away
amymore—I need o do some-
thing™”

As a cerrified tcacher, the
st natural thing for her to
do weas to teach, So, in 1993,
with the support of her hus-
band Vloward, she applied for

an unpaid feave of absence in

Finda Clark, uf Enfeld, bolds an armgfiel of
“Reading Buddies” for Boaks to Drvans
childven, She and bor mather Evelynr coflect
stsed tnffed tovs and refurbish them for the

s

arder 10 hegin a preschool
Kev—in

Wilhmantic’s Toly Family

program—The

Home and Shedeer. The pro-

gram, the first of its kind in Conneeteut, involved

reading, homework tatoring,

training, piarents to
work with their children, working with all of the
public schools, and organisng sradetits fram UConn
and 12CSL 0 nnor the obder children. Supporied by
the Commecteur Department of Sacial Services, the
program continues todnv—aone of the manv
“miracles” with whieh-Miriam savs her live is tlled.

Cabling upon her frends and volunicers, she cs-
tablished a dibrary in the shelwer, With support and
donadons (rom the Theta Chaprer of Delia Rappa
Gamma Sociery, she inivared snother program—
Coming Flome 1o Books—in which children were
read to and where they got to keep their own, in-
scribed, Favorie hooks, A McKinnev Grant for the
Faducation of Homeless Children and another from
Reading is Fundamental provided further resourees
for the program,

Responding o the jov of children in owning their
own books, Miriam moved bevond the walls of the
shelter with Books to the Streees, Odnee a week, she
would Al le trunk of her car with boxes of used
and donated children’s books and drive 1o one of
the public housing neighborhoods in Willimande
or Danielson, Atter armnging the books ona fold-
ing table, she would inseribe them as pifts 10 the
children and parents whe had assembled i anticd
pation of herarcival, By 19975, more tla GO0 books
had been distributed to children throwgh the Books
to the Streets progrum, '

Following her leave of absceace, Miriam returniced
10 full-timic teaching for two and a half vears while
she continued o oversee the reaching programs in
the Holy Famiby Shelter and 1o distribure books via
Books 1o the Sereets, But, she savs, she was com-
pelled by the need o work with the homeless and
fele thae all of her temining and experience was ead-
ing her toa new mission in her life, In 1996, she e
rhe Columbia sehool system and lunched Books
tar Direams,

"The rttonale for Books to Direams is srrighfor
wiard. The program aims 1o promote liveracy through
the distribution of children’s books, story relling,
and reading on a regular basis o children o adl ages
in homwless sheleers in Connectieut. Books are given
to every ¢hild upon each visin, and 2 soadl library is
mainiained at each shoder sothar children nay sclec
books boetween visits. Children are also encouraged
to write and draw for “On the Wing,”™ a periodic
Books o Dreams publication; and for their own
pre-scheol books, which they ereate wich rheir morh-
ers, The bottom Ling is to encourage children w be-
gin o form collecvions of their own and to develop
the habiv ot reading, mereby inereasing their chances

for success in school—and inhfe. _
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The program is designed 10 ¢nnich, enhance sind
enteriin the children through hooks, In the pro-
cess, itis hoped that they will be encouraged to be-
heve i themselves and 1o dream of a positive fu-
tare. A huterfly is the svmbob of Books ro Direams,
chosen for its miraculous powers to change. “livery
homeless child needs e hear,” says Miriam, “tha
even though thev may feel Jike a caerpiftar.a cocoon
or a chrysalis, they have a battertiv wichin them.”

Miriin spends her mosmiogs in her office manag -
ine and promoting the program, or, ax a self-de-
scribed Umarape ol sorting and ormoidng the
leod of hooks i the parage. Atter lunch, on those
days when she ts 1o read ar one of the cwelve shelens
she visits, she will praerice her presentation, Tler pro-
erarn in the shebrer begins ac 3:30 PM, as the children
rerarn from school, and concudes aroand 3:200 PM,
when dinner is served, Afrer she returns bome, shic
spends her cvenings recording the davs events, fob-
lowing up on special reguests and ordering books,
Her work dav usaally concludes around ren o'clock,

Wanting to see the program in action, 1 accompa-
micd Mirfmn an o visitto the Sabvatton Anny Marshall
Housce in Hartford, She packed the trunk and
backseat of her car with boxes of carctully sorted
Dok, Bags of reading huddics, and assorted orher
props she uses i her presentation. The living room
at the Marshall House lias a welevision, public tele-
phone, bookerse, abip pile of toys, and an assort-
ment of well-worn furnirure. Mirkim sets rhe scene
with posters and a large picce of elorh covered with
hutterflies. The books are unpacked and arranged by
reading level and, since this is October, speaal Hul-
loween books arc also displaved. By 3:30, she hasan
aucicnce of six children, ranging i age from four
months 1 14 vears, and two moms, This is a flud
sitaztion, orher nams and their children arrive dur-
i the presentation; snme decide to stay and others
wander off

She warms up her sudicnee with some proup sing-
i, then procecds vy read a story, in this case,a dHal-
lerween pop-up hook that fully engagees the children,
After the story, all the kids pee o choose thedr own
hooks—rnwo regular and one Halloween—from the
cisplay. Moms ger 1o pick books from a spedal bag
ot children’s hooks—*"the biggest and the best be-
ciuse moms are importane.”” Miriam is parncular
about the Ducks she distributes, knowing thar her
audicnee has had more than its fair share of castotts.
These books are colortul and clean, in good comdi-
tion, and for the most purt, tew. Fvery book ix in-

scribed for the new owners, Next, evervone gets 1o

choose a “reading buddy”” As
with the honoks, these seatfed
animals are clean and attractive,
and cverv one is labeled with a
messape of encouragement.
Once evervone has new Ixsoks
and reading huddics, Mirtam is
ready o take special reguests. She
will trv o locate any children’s
baok {excluding sirdes that fea-
ture violence or imappropriaste
subjects) requested by a child or
pareat, Last vear, 3580 special re-
surest children’s hooks were de-
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lvered to children and parents.
This extraordinary service is now
faciticated by Borders of
Mancheseer, which has assigned
a stalt member, Bobibi Miller, 1o search for these
Looks onoa weekly basts; iand also by various pub-
lishers, who support the program with exceptonal
discounts. The provram concludes with a char in
which Miriam works with the morhers vo help rheir
pre-schoul children ercate their own books, Allare
interesied.

Finally, ics dme for dinner and the audicnee drfes
away. But the work is not done. There are more
posters o mount on the walls, Damaged and irrel-
evant hooks need o e weeded from the permi-
nent children's library; new tides need o be added.
There are scores of Jeft-over hooks, dosens of read-
ing buddics, and lots of props that need 1o be re-
packed. And the furniture must be returmed 1o s
original posiions,

I1's 6:30 and we're about to depart, Dinner is over,
and the residents of the shelrer are returning 1o the
living room 1o wateh relevision, where MTV is anw
delivering its message with all of the mind-numb-
ing noise and sesy flash char milhons of dollars can
buy. Pretry heavy competition for the quict message
thay reading can chanpe onex life, think. But then i
recall a starement that Midam likes w guote: When
Malcolm X's daughter was okl by a reporter that
she was ton voung to remember her tather, she re-
plicd, “Never underestimate the recollecrion of a
child.” It ts this helief—rthut children will ramems-
ber—ihat energizes Miriirn and Books to Drreamis,
B

Martha-Rea Netsou af the Hartford Pubiie
Fibrary, a program rofgiteet, inscibes o maw
bash: fur o child at a Books Jo Dicams resding

A butterfly is the
symbol of [Books
to Dreams),
chosen for ifs
miraculons powers
to change. “Tvery
homeless child
needs to bear,”
says Miriam,
“that even thougl
they may feel fike
a caterpillar, a
cocoon or a
chrysalis, they

bave a bntterfly

within thew.”

If You Want to Help There many ways for individuals and librarics to
suppornt Books 1o Dreams. [f vou would like to know more or would

like to help, send a note to bookstodreams@@erols.com. Miram Fpstein
will be a featured speaker at the CLA Annual Conference in April 2007,

You won't want to miss 1.
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