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Creating 
a Need 
to Read 
Imagine if, right now, just by 

reading Justine, you were helping a 
kid who is less fortunate than you. 

Sounds great-and easy, right? 
Well, it is, thanks to Emily Conrad. 

This 17-year-old is helping kids 
help others and improve their 

reading all at once. 
by Kara Bowlin 

When Emily was in middle 
school, her school had an 
Accelerated Reader program, 
where the amount of time she 
spent reading earned her cool 
prizes. Emily, spurred by her 
competitive spirit, was 
consistently one of the top 
readers in her class. Her 
reading was thriving because 
of the Accelerated Reader 
program, and she didn't want 
it to drop off when she moved 

'II	 on to high school. "I knew that 
my personal reading wouldn't 
be as encouraged if I didn't 
have an incentive," she 
explains. "I thought that other 
people would benefit from an 
incentive, too. But instead of 
the Accelerated Reader 
program, where each reader 
earned prizes for themselves, I 
thought it would be really good 
if the incentive was giving back 
something to the community." 
And so the seeds of her Need 
to Read program were planted. 
Today, the Need to Read Book 
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Club has multiple chapters 
and serves hundreds of kids in 
the community. Emily explains, 
"Need to Read Book Club is a 
two-in-one program for middle 
school kids that combines 
reading and service. We have 
two main incentives which are 
twice-monthly book club 
meetings and a 
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service project that takes place 
at the end of the school year. 
The book club meetings revolve 
around books of different 
genres and themes-our 
members come from different 
socioeconomic situations and 
reading levels. We give them 
the books to keep, and they 
start to build their own personal 
libraries. The service aspect, 
which is called 'Reading for 
Others,' is similar to the 
concept of a walkathon. Book 
club members read and find 
sponsors for their reading; then 
the money they raise is used to 
buy books for at-risk children 
in their community." 

The real beauty of the program 
is that it's killing two birds with 
one stone. First of all, Emily is 
encouraging students to read­
and by reading (and finding 
sponsors) the students in the 
Need to Read Book Club are 
fulfilling needs of other children. 



By buying the at-risk kids 
books, it encourages them 
to read and promotes literacy. 

But the kids aren't simply the 
recipients. Because Emily isn't 
one to think within the confines 
of a box, she's also asked 
them to be the givers. "We've 
had Need to Read Club 
chapters out of Boys and Girls 
Clubs and even the children's 
shelter in my hometown. 
Despite their difficult situations, 
the Boys and Girls Club raised 
over $1,000 and the children's 
shelter raised $900. Even 
though they are usually the 
people being helped, the kids 
still want to give back to the 
community," she says. 

Emily has already made a huge 
impact on her community­
studies have shown that 
students with higher literacy 
levels are apt to be more 
successful as adults-and 
she's not finished yet. Instead, 
Emily (even though she's a full­
time student at a college in her 
hometown) has plans to push 
the program even further. "I 
plan to continue for at least 
the next four years," Emily 
enthuses. "It's my plan to make 
Need to Read Book Club into 
a national organization. I know 
it's going to take a lot of hard 
work, but I've seen so many 
kids-book club members 
and book recipients-benefit 
from this program. Now that 
it's web-based, it can easily 
be duplicated in other parts 
of the city, and eventually, 
the country." 
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If you'd like to become involved in Emily's Need to Read Book Club, whether by becoming a member or starting your 
own chapter, head to www.needtoreadbookclub.org. "Take a look around the website, and there's a place where you 
can sign up for e-mails and send an e-mail to us," she says. "If you're interested in starting a club, I would suggest asking 
an English teacher to be the sponsor. It's something that a school or organization usually adopts. That's how a lot of our 
expansion has happened-from kids graduating from one school and starting a chapter in another school." 
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