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We also recognized along the way that what our students need is for their community to show up for them 
and then keep showing up for them over and over again. At Books for Keeps, we offer our community three 
program areas to provide that support: Distribute. Demonstrate. Leverage.

We first have to build relationships with our 
youngest citizens. Listen to their wants, needs, 
dreams and desires. Figure out what makes them 
tick and then support them on their path in a way 
that is personally meaningful to them. Help them 
see what waits ahead for them by using books as 
windows to allow young readers a view of the 
endless possibilities the world can offer them.

We see book access as supporting 
children’s autonomy to choose what, when, 
and how they will read.

Books are the beginning, not the end, 
of what we do at Books for Keeps.
We see books as a bridge. They’re a tool to inspire joyful 
experiences around literacy that children can forever associate 
with learning. It’s a series of links: reading to learning to literacy 
to lifelong skills. It isn’t about making every kid into a book 

lover; that’s not realistic. But we do want to inspire 
them all to become lifelong learners by applying 
literacy research to the work we do.

Justin Bray, Executive Director

This Impact Report tells a powerful story of an organization 
that began with a second grader, came alive with a visionary 
founder, grew through greater and greater community 
support, and has now distributed more than 1 million books. 

A MESSAGE FROM THE 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR



Each year, more than This year, we distributed

books to children ages 0-5 
through the Dolly Parton 
Imagination Library. Books for 
Keeps is responsible for funding 
each child’s membership and 
promoting the opportunity 
through the community.

We provide more than

students
with 27 books 
to start their 
home libraries 
by the time 
they reach 
Kindergarten.

students from 

elementary 
schools

take home

brand new, free books 
to keep forever through our 
Spring Book Distributions.

All this takes place annually 
in an effort to Stop Summer 
Slide: the learning loss that 
occurs over the long 
summer months due to a 
lack of access to resources, 
in this case books. In 
FY2023, Books for Keeps 
distributed 84,681 books 
through this program. 

total books in 2023 through our 
various programs.

It’s just the best thing to be there when we bring the books. 
I love to watch the kids line up to come into the library; 
they’re so excited that they are almost shaking!

We distributed

Angela Welch has been a Books for 
Keeps volunteer for so long that she 
laughs and admits she can’t remember 
exactly when she started.

“I had retired from state government and was really 
looking forward to not doing much of anything,” she 
said with a smile. 

“But I saw an ad in the paper that Books for Keeps 
was looking for volunteers, so I showed up at the 
warehouse and said, ‘Hi, I’m Angela and I want to 
help.’” At that time, Books for Keeps was an 
all-volunteer organization led by its founder, 
Melaney Smith. The warehouse where Angela went 
was a small part of a larger warehouse occupied by a 
local food production company. 

“It was an exciting time,” she said. “We were all 
figuring out how to do this thing, how to get books to 
the kids who needed them. It was special to be there 
at the beginning.” She and her fellow volunteers 
would help unload books donations, sort them, and 
pack them for distribution. And with no consistent 
source of books, Angela frequently visited Goodwill 
stores to purchase books she could donate.

“I read all the time as a child,” she recalled. “One of 
my fondest memories is the summer reading 
program at the library – we would read books and get 
something put on the wall to recognize how much we 
had read.” 

Nancy Drew and the Bobbsey Twins series were 
favorites of hers, and a book called The Pink Ballet 
Slippers, about a “chubby girl who gets to perform 
on stage at a recital, resonated with her. “She 
reminded me of me and made me believe I could do 
something like that.”

Angela grew up in Rome, GA and came to the 
University of Georgia after high school. When she 
graduated, she really wanted to stay in Athens but 
was offered a job that became a career with a state 
agency. She always hoped to come back to Athens, 
and when a position opened here in the late 1980s, 
she jumped at the opportunity. “Athens is fabulous! I 
never thought I’d have the opportunity to come back, 
and I definitely never want to leave.”

The highlight of her many years as a volunteer is the 
Stop Summer Slide book distributions at the partner 
schools near the end of the school year. 

“It’s just the best thing to be there when we bring 
the books,” she said. “I love to watch the kids line up 
to come into the library; they’re so excited that they 
are almost shaking!”

Books for Keeps, and the opportunity to be a part 
of an organization that aligns with her sense of the 
importance of reading in the lives of children, is a 
big part of what makes Athens the place that she 
calls home. 

DISTRIBUTE
HIGH-INTEREST, RELEVANT READING MATERIALS THROUGHOUT THE COMMUNITY WE SERVE

LONGTIME VOLUNTEER EMBODIES OUR MISSION



THE INHERENT VALUE OF BOOKS, LITERACY, AND LEARNING THROUGH THE EQUITABLE
DELIVERY OF CO-AUTHORED COMMUNIT ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES

LITERACY MENTORS MAKE A DIFFERENCE 

A passionate advocate for economic justice. 
A social worker and therapist. 
A book publicist at an academic press. 

All three are Books for Keeps literacy mentors, sharing 
their love of reading and commitment to literacy with 
elementary students in the Clarke County School 
District.

The Literacy Mentor program is grounded in research 
that proves that pairing a trained reading mentor with a 
student who is struggling with reading can result in 
significant progress. Reading on level in third grade is 
an accepted predictor of academic success even into 
high school.

For Sarah Clemmons, becoming a literacy mentor is the 
next logical step in a lifetime of reading and service. 
“My parents were always involved in community service 
in Oconee County, and my mom told me she had heard 
something about the mentor program,” she recalled. “In 
high school I had gotten involved in reading to 
elementary school students who needed help and I 
loved it.” She now works with two second-grade girls, 
one who loves to read and one who is in the process of 
learning to love reading.

Jami Mays moved to Athens from the Atlanta area in 
2011, a single mom with an eight-year-old son who 
found a job as a teaching assistant at a Montessori 
school. She met and later married a chef, and they have 
a child together. The pandemic and its impact on school 
operations led her to become an advocate for workers 
and worker’s rights, especially teachers. 

About 10 years ago she met BFK staffer Rainey Lynch 
and was immediately attracted to the “intersection of 
educational advocacy and the Books for Keeps mission.” 
When the mentor program was launched, she signed up 
for the training.

“I was really nervous,” she said about her first meeting 
with her student. “I wanted to feel confident so that I 
knew what I was doing and could help him. But I was 
able to capture a connection in 30 minutes a week that I 
didn’t get in a full day at Montessori.” Her third grader is 
“an awesome, hilarious and thoughtful kid” who likes to 
read, but sometimes they just sit on floor, roll a ball 
back and forth, and talk.

Candice Lawrence grew up in Savannah and moved to 
Atlanta in her teens where she continued to attend 
performing arts school. At Columbus State University 
she majored in English and soon hatched a dream of 
“promoting books.”  She attended a publishing institute 
at the University of Denver and was later hired at the 
UGA Press.

“I was new to Athens and wanted to get involved in the 
community. I wanted to learn about Athens,” she 
recalled. “I looked for opportunities that aligned with 
what I was passionate about and heard about Books for 
Keeps.” She took a chance, stopped by the warehouse, 
met Bryce (a fellow Savannah native), and got on the 
weekend volunteer schedule. When she read a BFK 
newsletter story about the new mentor program, she 
thought “that sounds fantastic!” Her boss at the Press 
saw the connection and worked with her on scheduling. 
She attended the training and was assigned a student.

“My parents are retired elementary school teachers and 
reading was always a part of our lives,” she said. "Now I 
get to be back in an educational environment and 
around kids that age.” Her first student was not an avid 
reader (neither was Candice, she admits), and wanted 
Candice to read to her. As their time together 
progressed, she came out of her shell and by the end of 
the year “she was choosing what we would read, where 
we would go to read, and she was reading to me.” 

Different backgrounds, common purpose: Combining a 
love of reading with research-based training to improve 
literacy, student by student.

Collectively, students and 
mentors read 2,903 books 
together this school year!

of the time, teachers felt 
confident this program had a 
positive impact on students. 

Students 
enrolled in 

the program 
showed 3.4 

times the growth in 
reading proficiency over 

the course of the year 
compared to their peers.

I was new to Athens and wanted to 
get involved in the community – I 
looked for opportunities that 
aligned with what I was passionate 
about and heard about 
Books for Keeps. – Candice Lawrence,

  Volunteer

95% of books on the BFK 
Bookshelf received 4 or 5 
starred reviews from students.

of mentors continued with 
the program in it’s 2nd year.

DEMONSTRATE

55 volunteer mentors 
participated in the 
2022-2023 school year

55 volunteer mentors completed 1,433 
30-minute visits, resulting in nearly 717 
hours of 1:1 literacy support for students. 

Candice Lawrence

Jami MaysSarah Clemmons



OUR STAFF EXPERIENCE, ADAPTABILITY, AND BOOK RESOURCES TO HELP OTHER
LOCAL COMMUNITY SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS FULFILL MISSIONS THAT ALIGN WITH 
OUR OWN CORE VALUES

If there is a more organic pairing than 
media specialists and Books for Keeps,
we’d like to know what it is. 

From the beginning, school librarians have been key 
partners in the Books for Keeps program to get books 
into the hands of elementary school students during the 
summer.

“I follow the media specialist at Barrow Elementary on 
social media, and he posted about Books for Keeps one 
day,” recalled Kathi Edwards, the media specialist at 
Morgan County Elementary School. “My school had 
participated in another book program, but it was really 
just a way for a publisher to get rid of some excess 
books. When I saw the kinds of books that Books for 
Keeps was providing, I knew I had to try to do this for 
my students.”

The economic standing of many of the families at her 
school meant they weren’t eligible for the free book 
program, so she applied for and received grants to help 
cover the cost. “The day we got to take the books to the 
kids was just amazing,” she said. “It was like Christmas 
morning. And they didn’t have to turn their books in at 
the end of the school year – these books were theirs!”

Tanya Hudson is the media specialist at Chase Street 
Elementary School in Athens. Her grandmother took 
her and her brother to the library in Hartwell almost 
every week, where she would “max out my library card. I 
was always a reader,” she said, with a grin. “I even got in 
trouble at school one day for reading ahead!”

After teaching high school English for a few years, she 
decided to get a Master’s in English education; in her 
class were several school librarians, and she was 
inspired to redirect her career path. 

“Books for Keeps is committed to getting books to kids 
however they can and figure out creative ways to do 
that,” she said. “I would love to see it everywhere it’s 
needed – and it’s needed everywhere.”

Kathi and Tanya have both seen the positive impact 
Books for Keeps has had on individual students and 
their schools as a whole. “I think it’s the option they 
have to pick the books they want to read that makes the 
difference,” said Kathi. “Reading becomes something 
they enjoy instead of something they dread.”

Tanya recalled the story of “a couple of little dudes who 
were in the 2nd or 3rd grade who really only liked 
graphic novels or sports books. Rainey (Lynch, on the 
BFK staff) had some sports books that were really for 
older kids, but we let them pick out some., They were so 
pumped to take home those books!”

In media centers throughout the Books for Keeps 
service area, under the direction of committed and 
caring professionals like Kathi and Tanya, Melaney 
Smith’s dream comes alive.

LEVERAGE
MEDIA SPECIALISTS SEE THE MAGIC

We work with

books available for FREE
at our annual Community Book Fair

in the community and beyond

Working on the Books for Keeps Book Mobile was more than just a really fun project. It 
opened a new chapter in my life as a creative professional. BFK provided the support 
that I needed to be curious and take risks in the creative process. I am filled with joy and 
pride when I see the bus – not only because I get to see my work on wheels, but because 
this organization is thriving in my community.

– Claire Jordan
Book Mobile Artist

Designer of this report
Owner, clairejo.co

Local artist Claire Jordan designed the 
custom art that wraps the Book Mobile.

It is very touching for us to know that the Book
Mobile is dedicated to her and that her memory is being kept 
alive. Brittany’s legacy is loving books and loving children 
and that’s why Books for Keeps is the right place. It’s helpful 
for my healing to know there is a purpose.

– Dawn Feldman
Brittany Feldman’s Mother

The Book Mobile is dedicated in memory 
of Brittany Feldman – a champion of joy, 
connection, and literacy.
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Every gift we receive is an affirmation 
of our mission and an expression of 
your confidence in us.
 
We are humbled and honored that you 
have chosen Books for Keeps as the 
beneficiary of your responsibility. 
Thank you for making literacy for all a 
reality in the communities we serve.
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that you hope never ends, 
the Books for Keeps story 
is still being told by many 
co-authors. 

The first pages were written 
14 years ago by a second-grade student who didn’t 
have books at home and by a caring person who 
wanted to do something about that. 

The chapters written since then have been 
authored by volunteers and staff; board members 
and donors; teachers, principals, and media 
specialists; students and their families.

What’s on the next page? 
Do you have a page to write? 
What happens in the next chapter?
 
We may not know, but we will write the story 
together. One thing is for certain – 
you’re going to love this book!

Like a really good book 

A message from the Board President:

Our Next ChapterBFK has become a dependable partner for the community we serve through book access 
programming, literacy mentoring, and collaboration with literacy organizations across the 
country. Giving children the tools and resources to become lifelong learners remains the 
core mission of Books for Keeps.  

a presence that demands nothing of them other than their willingness to engage and learn. 
Our impact is greatest when we show up for kids year after year, providing books that 
inspire, educate, and entertain, as well as the guidance and confidence to read them.
None of this would be possible without your unwavering support. 

                 for being a part of this meaningful work. 
Together, we will write the next exciting chapter 
in the story of Books for Keeps.

Since its founding in 2009, 

As Books for Keeps grows and matures, our goal 
is to remain a reliable presence in students’ lives –

Thank you

Your dedication, be it through volunteering, 
donations, or advocacy, fuels our mission and 
inspires us to reach greater heights.
We can make Books for Keeps an even more formidable force for positive change in the lives 
of children across our communities.

Our impact is greatest when we show 
up for kids year after year, providing 
books that inspire, educate, and 
entertain, as well as the guidance 
and confidence to read them.
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