pay if forward

Joghuz Moreno Hermandez, §,
takes 2 comfortable spot of the
capet to read about puffine with
wohmteer tutor Tyler Kroon.
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What would your life be like if you had
never learned o read?

Sit with that question for 2 moment.
Think zbout your job, your independence,
the last text you reccived. the menu from
your last dinmer out, the lepal contract you
sipned, the book on your nighistand. Now
imagine if all those things were off limits
youL Imapine being a child sining in a class-
room, surrounded by words thar don't yet
miake sense and wondering if they ever will.

Then think about coming home to an
empty refriperator.

For almost 20 years, Read and Feod has
been answering that question one child, one
book, and one meal at a time.

The numbers make the urpency clear. In
Wake County, 42% of students rely on free
or reduced meals. Also consider thar 33.4%
of Wake County students in third grade, a
critical academic milestone, didn’t demon-
strate reading proficiency during the 2024
2025 academic year.

“Think about those dhildren prowing
up,” says Read and Feed's executive director
Sherry Overton Shudra, “and i they don’t
improve that proficiency level, becoming
adults that nesd to participate in the work-
force. _.. That impacts everyone.”

Read and Feed's story begins with a
woman named Jan France, the organization’s
founder, who started vohmiteering in local

schools. What she found was a web of barri-
ers — children who couldn't stay after school
becawse they had to caich a bus, families with
one car and one working parent, neighbor-
hoods where the nearcst library felt impossi-
bly far. And underneath all of that was hunper.

Jan's solution was to buy an BV, outhe it
as 2 mobile dassroom and library, and bepin
taking services directly w high-needs neigh-
borhoods. “She really took such a thought-
Ful approach o how she wanted to serve,”
Sherry says. “Let’s eliminate as many barriers
For children and families as we possibly can®

Jan also fed them.

On the very first day, she served sloppy
joes and a salad, with strawberry shoreake
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for dessert. Sherry shares that some of the
children had never seen a fresh Ftl".’l‘h"l:ﬂ."]’]’]."
before. They didn't know what it was. That
small, specific, and quictly devastating mo-
ment became the founding story of the
orpanization’s food philosophy, and it has
never been forgotien. “We're really just
still trying to honor that migina] mudcl,“
Sherry explains.

In 2025, Read and Feed wutored 677
siudents in kinderparien throwsh fifih grade,
a figure that represenis 88% growih over the
p‘inl}rnn',drhrmin part b}rﬂlcnrgmimliun
sieppirg in w Al 2 gap when another program
dosed auddenly, mining 200 additional vol-
unieers in a matter of weebs o meet the need.
That same year, d'nrm.lgjj a p:lrl.n.cfship with
YMCA's Camp Excel and Power Scholars pro-
prams, Read and Feed served 2,070 studenis
during the summer alone, a 34% increase over
the prior year. Combined with the year-round
academic program, the organization distrib-
uted just under 32,000 books last year.

These aren't just statistics. They repre-
sent 49 active sites across Wake County —
more than double the number since Cary
Magazine hirst feamred the organization in
2016 — 614 volunteers, and thowsands of
one-on-one  uioring sessions in which a
trusted adult sits beside a child and works
through the five foundational componenis
of literacy: phonemic awareness, phonics,
\-nc:ll:ﬁ.lhr_',', mmp{ch:nsi.mu., and ﬂulmq,'.
Bach session mins between 75 and 90 min-
utes, and every session includes food because
Read and Feod has abways understood that a
hungry child cannot learn.

“Howe can a child focus, whether in our
program or in school, if d'n:}' are worried
about their basic needs being met?™ Sherry
asks. “If they're worried abour whether they
have 2 meal that night at home, it affects ev-
ery other aspect of their life”

The meal program, npcrat:l:l in
parinership  with  the Inier-Faith  Food
Shuttle, looks different ar each site. That
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Children zelact the booke they want to resd asch seczion, s well 2z cafcelacting
betwean 80 and 100 bocks over the course of the year to keap,

lzziah Szott, 7, plays word game Zings with program coordirator Angelina Ross.



Baecutive director Shemy Overton Shudra &

“How can a
child focus,
whether in our
program or in
school, if they
are worried
about their
GEI I EEL B
being met?”

— Sherry Overton
Shudra, Executive
Director, Read & Feed

I_:lrlil:l: anad I:I" "L: withan MEECN,

Eepmar-ol

Id Adriana Gormlez practices reading.




Eight-year-old &lhsh Grothe giggles while rrading her stone

ﬂm;.ibj]:ir}r is intentional. At some locations,
mutors and children sit down  ropether
for a full fﬂrnjl}'—st:,'lc meeal, spcru:ling 15
or 20 minutes talking about their week
and hulld[ng the kind of trust that makes
learning possible. At others, where space is
limited or the BV is serving many children,
hot meals po home in individual packapes
that children can heat safely in a microwave
(never on a stove). At others siill, simple
bagged meals with sandwiches or wraps
travel home with families.

“We try to be very sensitive” 1o differing
needs, S-l'hcrryﬂplaim’. “Wie let each location
decide what's best for that neighborhood, or
that faith-based location, or even when we'ne
serving at the school level”

Thee effocis of that fecding reach far beyond
nuirition. Children who know they'll have a
meal at Read and Feed that afternoon are more
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Artersdanee improves. Ansicty decreass.

"5hn:king|}', or m.a].ll:-:: nod 50 s]'mcking—
" Sherry says, “the meals help play a part in
that. Very ofien we'll see that children may be
referred because they have a sipnificant food
inseourity issue, and then that's a cla}r that 111{.3-'
don't have to worry about, and they look for-
ward to it, and they're excited about coming.™

They may come for the food. But they
stay for the books, the mutors, and the conh-
dence that builds slw-']].r, SrS5i0N b}'ﬂﬁsiﬂn,
one newe word at a tme.

At the end of every Read and Feed week,
children choose three books to ke home. For-
ever. Ohwer the course of a full :u::ﬂunic}mr,:l
child colleas anywhere from 80 o 100 books
— enouph to constitute a real home Bhrary.

“There’s something about that owner-
ship,” Sherry explains. The self-sddeciion is

deliberate. Children choose what clls o
them: sports, picture books with beauriful
art, whatever their heart desires. Last yesr
alone, nearly 32,000 books were piven away.
The COmmunity donates between 40,000
and 30,000 books anmually, and a team poes
out rq;ula:l].r o |.1[1:]{ them Lp.

Mone of this happens without people. In
2023, Read and Feed had 614 aciive volun-
teers — a 37% increase over the prior year —
drawn from every corner of the community.
Retirees who have the time and the patience.
Collepe siudents lopping hours and building
experience. Spanish speakers serving a stue-
dent population that indudes a significant
percentage of E".n.gl'lsh |anguagc learmers, so
that children are mever put in the position of
having to translate for themselves.

Each vohmieer is background-checked
anmully, without exception, which i why
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volunieers must be adulis. Each is assigned o
a specific child, building a relationship that by
design forms the core of the program. “Fven
just spending that time makes them feel safer,”
Shm'rym}s. “It makes them E:dn:rjrsm.lr:,
and it makes them st our program.”
When she neods 2 reminder of why she
mystunﬁ]nﬂdrﬂghtmﬁMggmrﬂsmﬂaﬁk—
ing poople for moncy? She pocs w a siie. Ara
book disiribution eadier in the summer, she
looked down to find a kinderganner with anms
wrapped around her ks, “That big hug,” she
m}s,"arl:lﬂmnhngnu:fnrl:ﬁngingnﬂdtbmks
that day . . . sometimes you just need that experi-
ence to remind you why you do all the things.”
Mext spring, Read and Feed celebrates

its 20th anniversary. [ does so with its

sights set well beyond Wake County. The
orpanization is already operating in Dur-
ham, Orange, and Chatham counties and
socs urgent need in Johnston, Harnett,
Lee, and EVETy county that touches Wake.
As housing costs push underserved families
farther outward, the need follows them.
“We want to be part of that hr:lp in those
surrounding areas,” Sherry says. The ambi-
tious gn:ll isa 3 o 10 imes grc:rwnh within
three years and is entirely dependent on
COMUTLIILY support.

That support can take many forms. Fi-
nancial donations, which remain the most
critical meed as federal fum:lirl.g llght:n:.
and nonprofht partners face ditheule reduc-

tions. Yolunteer hours not nnl}r as tubors,

Tutor Chrictine Johnzon and T=pear-old Laylay Patrick chare the joyz of reading.
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but sorting books, p]-l:]un.g up meals, wel-
coming children at the door. New or gen-
tly used books through wish lisis on Ama-
zon or at local bookstores like Quail Ridpe.
Snacks. Presence.

“There's a way for cveryone to get in-
volved,” Sherry says. “They just have to decide
what best fits their schedule and their budget.”

The question ulimately sn't whether
this work matters. If's whether we can imag-
inc our community as one in which every
child hnishes third grade reading proficient-
l}', fed, and confident that someone belioves
in them. Read and Feed has spent 20 years
proving that it is puﬁib]:."i

redeandfeed. org
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