
Our Book Shelf 

 
 
Executive Summary 
 
Elevator Pitch: Imagine you ran into Mike Bloomberg in an elevator and had to pitch him on your idea. 
How would you make a clear, compelling case for both the problem facing your city and how your idea 
will address it? Be sure to include specific examples and data.  
 
Imagine we could do one thing to significantly improve literacy, increase graduation rates and 
contribute to breaking the cycle of intergenerational poverty. We can do that with Our Book Shelf™. It 
combines an innovative app with creative programs to deliver effective and fun ways for our community 
to increase children’s access to more books at home.  
 
In 2014, only 54 percent of Santa Fe kindergarteners met literacy benchmarks, 55 percent were 
proficient in reading by 3rd grade, and just 64 percent of students graduated high school. Research 
shows that more books in the home increases a child’s educational attainment and is the catalyst to 
building a family scholarly culture. A home library of 500 books results in the average 14 year old 
spending 2.4 more years in school leading to 33 percent increase in high school graduation. While 500 
books is optimal, even 25 can deliver half the benefit, yet middle-income families average 13 books at 
home and low-income families have fewer than 5. 
 
Our Book Shelf makes it easy for families to get books at home to stimulate a joy of reading and a 
family’s scholarly culture. Our app has three primary functions: Get Books, Read Books, and Share 
Books. Get Books aggregates and makes it easy to access all free and discounted book suppliers. Read 
Books is a game that inspires reading via fun leaderboard competitions and contests. Share Books is our 
innovative curbside pick-up program moving books from homes that have them to those that need 
them. 
 
People Affected: Estimate the number of people your problem affects. Provide a brief explanation of 
how you came to this number.  
 
In 2014, 73 percent of Santa Fe public school children were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, 
compared to the national average of 44 percent. Using this metric as a proxy for low-income status 
translates to an estimated 9,400 school aged children who likely do not have access to an adequate 
amount of books. Applying the same multiplier to the number of children aged 0-5, brings the total 
number of economically disadvantaged children in Santa Fe to approximately 14,500. Including other 
family members, the immediate number of people affected is approximately 46,000 and equates to 57 
percent of families. 
 
People Helped: Estimate the number of people your idea will help when it is fully implemented. Provide 
a brief explanation of how you came to this number.  
 
Using the previous assumption of 14,500 children needing more books in their homes, we expect to 
begin serving a relatively small group and eventually expand to help all families build at least a 100 book 
library over time. During the three-year implementation, we will aim to serve 100 children the first year 
of program design, 1,000 during pilot, and 3,000 in the third year. With most elements of the program 



refined by the end of that period, we would be able to exponentially increase the number of people 
helped locally, regionally and nationally in years 4 and beyond. 
 
Application 
 
Define the Problem 
 
1. The Problem: What is the problem you aim to solve?  
 
Low and middle-income families have far too few books at home, and the sources for getting books are 
disparate and inadequate. 
 
2. Impact on Citizens: What is the current and long-term impact of this problem on the citizens of your 
city? How did you quantify this impact? If the problem is not addressed, what will be the consequences?  
 
Literacy is a leading indicator of the future success of individuals and communities. We must address our 
widening social inequality by improving the early foundation for academic achievement. 
 
As in most of New Mexico, students in Santa Fe public schools have long struggled to meet benchmarks 
for reading and math proficiency, and have persistently low graduation rates. When nearly half of the 
children entering kindergarten are already behind on basic literacy skills, it becomes difficult for those 
students, as well as the rest of the class, to progress at a steady pace, and places stress on teachers and 
families. As students move up through the school system, the deficit compounds. With 3rd grade 
reading scores indicating that our literacy lag persists, it appears that teachers and students are 
currently unable to overcome these deficits. The consequences are enduring low levels of literacy, 
graduation rates and educational achievement translating to a lifetime of lower wage jobs and 
perpetuating the intergenerational cycles of poverty that are endemic throughout New Mexico and 
nationally.  
 
There are short and long-term economic ramifications for the families of these children and the 
residents of Santa Fe. Research shows that people with an Associate's Degree earn $7,213 more 
annually than those with only a high school education, and those with a Bachelor's Degree earn $21,185 
more. In 2015, the number of 16-24 year olds in Santa Fe disconnected from school and jobs increased 
to 2,565, representing 17.5 percent of that demographic. Just 39 percent of Santa Fe public high school 
graduates enrolled in college or certificate programs. Without a significant majority of our children 
graduating high school and pursuing some secondary education, we will not have the workforce in place 
to grow a robust and diverse economy to enable our whole community to truly thrive. 
 
Describe the Impact of Your Idea 
 
3. Idea: Describe your big idea to address the problem. If your idea is successful, how will the world be 
different in three years? What are the main activities and how will these lead to the desired changes?  
 
Our Book Shelf has three primary functions: Get Books, Read Books, and Share Books.  
 
The Get Books function aggregates national, regional and community resources making it easy for 
parents and other caregivers to find, sign up for and manage most existing programs for free and 



discounted books. Also, stakeholders can post book drives and other local events where kids, adults and 
families can attend to receive free or purchase discounted books.  
 
Read Books is a game feature that inspires book owners to share with others and encourages each book 
to be read and enjoyed as much as possible. “Players” start by uploading a picture of a book they have 
customized with an unobtrusive identifier. All players are competing to get on different leaderboards 
like “most read book of the week” and “most time spent reading”. An additional feature allows 
organizations such as schools, libraries and approved businesses to promote contests with prizes to 
inspire the joy of reading. For people who don’t want to play, they can sign up for text reminders. 
Research proves that regular reminders increases time spent reading at home.  
 
Share Books is a quarterly, city-wide program to get books from homes that have them to those that 
need them. Residents put books in a bag for curbside pick-up. They open the app, click “Share Books” 
and confirm their address. Volunteers are matched geographically to pick up and deliver books to local 
schools and civic centers. The books are sorted and made available for selection by families who need 
them. 
 
In three years, thousands of Santa Fe low and moderate income families will have more books at 
home...at least 25 for the whole family to enjoy. This will significantly improve the educational 
attainment for the children in those homes. 
 
 
4. Previous Efforts: All “new” ideas stand on the shoulders of ideas that came before. Tell us about 
other efforts that have inspired or informed aspects of your idea.  
 
There are many excellent literacy programs focusing on getting books to children who need them, and 
encouraging families to read together. We are particularly inspired by FirstBook and Reading Is 
Fundamental, with decades of experience sourcing books for distribution to low-income children. We 
expect to integrate their programs and many others to make it easy and engaging for family members to 
get and track their books. We would also emulate elements of the stakeholder network model 
developed by Albuquerque-based New Mexico Out of School Time (NMOST), engaging policymakers, 
educators, childcare providers and others to enact educational programs outside the classroom. 
 
5. Outside Contributions: Great ideas often come from unexpected places and people. What were the 
greatest contributions (ideas, suggestions, problem framing, etc.) from sources outside of your 
government?  
 
To harness the creativity and social passion Santa Feans are known for, we conducted on-line and in-
person surveys in which 350 residents and 40 city staff helped define our most urgent civic issues. We 
then carefully curated and invited 150 residents from all socio-economic, ethnic, and demographic 
backgrounds to represent our diverse culture. Utilizing a design thinking process and serious game 
techniques, we facilitated brainstorming sessions with these residents over three consecutive days in 
September. The results were inspiring as they clarified and prioritized our urgent needs, and worked 
together to create hundreds of solutions.  
 
Our top issue is improving educational attainment for all children with emphasis on the educational gaps 
for middle and low-income children. This in turn enabled us to engage the city's leading education and 
family services advocates and non-profit organizations for our Bloomberg Accelerator Workshop.  



 
Our Book Shelf is a direct result of this process. 
 
6. Innovative Idea: What makes your idea innovative? How is the approach unexpected and new to the 
city? If your idea builds on an existing idea from another city (or your own), please be explicit about the 
elements that are new.  
 
Our Book Shelf is completely novel to our city and specifically innovative in several ways.  
 
The first innovation is integrating all the elements of getting, reading and sharing books into a single, 
scalable program enhanced by a user-friendly digital platform. 
 
Additionally, the app will aggregate the majority of sources for free or discounted books, much like 
Kayak does for airlines and car rentals. We believe this has not been done for books before anywhere. 
We also added the ability for us and approved organizations to list all programs and contests, such as 
book drives or library summer reading programs, into the app. This will make it much easier and 
effective for families to get the books they need and want. 
 
The Read Books game feature is partially derivative of other apps intended to motivate reading. It adds 
unique social capital features by encouraging kids and families to share books and cooperate in 
achieving the reading challenges for getting on leaderboards. We call this innovation Active Social 
Capital™. 
 
The city-wide Book Circulation Program is an innovative merger of book drives with technology that 
matches book owners to distribution volunteers analogous to Lyft or Uber.   
 
Show the Impact of Your Idea 
 
7. Outputs, Outcomes, and Impact: Outline what the a. immediate outputs, b. short-term outcomes, 
and c. long-term impacts will be if your idea is implemented successfully. Please indicate the dates by 
which you expect to achieve those outputs, outcomes and impacts. Include the major milestones for 
each of the first three years. Assume a March 1, 2018 start date, which is when testing is slated to begin 
for Champion Cities.  
 
Immediate Outputs  
 
We foresee that the immediate outputs from Our Book Shelf will largely be measured by enrollment, 
book distribution, and online participation.  
 
Testing Phase: By the end of the testing phase we expect to have secured the 2,000 books that we 
anticipate needing to meet the needs of our first-year roster of participating families. 
 
Year 1: We expect to have 100 families enrolled in the program, 20 books distributed to each family, 50 
percent of enrollees actively using Our Book Shelf app.  
 
Year 2: Enrollment will increase to 1,000 families. Our goal is for each family to receive at least 30 books 
and 70 percent of enrollees are actively using the app.  
 



Year 3: By the end of the initial three year period enrollment has reached 3,000 families, each family has 
50 books, and 90 percent of participants are regularly using Our Book Shelf. 
 
Short-term Outcomes  
 
Short term outcomes will likely be moderate, but serve as the critical foundation for more robust 
outcomes five to twenty years from implementation of the program. These outcomes will be measured 
by improvement in kindergarten readiness (early fluency skills), third grade reading proficiency, and the 
overall level of engagement by families in the reading experience at home.  
 
Year 1: By the end of the first year we expect to see an overall increase in the amount of engagement 
families have with books at home - this can be tracked through data automatically collected by and 
manual log entries made in the app, such as the number of chapters or books read, and time spent 
reading with an adult/sibling/caregiver.  
 
Year 2: We expect to see continued improvement on the family literacy engagement, and would work 
with our community partners (schools and non-profit youth literacy groups) to get a qualitative 
assessment of whether or not children participating in the program are showing signs of improved 
literacy skills.  
 
Year 3: We anticipate seeing marginal improvements in reading proficiency scores among school-aged 
children participating in the program. 
 
Long-term Impacts  
 
As Our Book Shelf expands to more Santa Fe families, as well as continuing with early adopters building 
their home libraries, we expect that a scholarly culture that values and enjoys reading will take grow at 
home and have broad positive effects communally. Academic performance will improve at all levels, 
ultimately leading to higher rates of high-school graduation. Also, more students will pursue secondary 
education, whether through the local community college, certificate programs, or state universities. 
Notably, the 2.4 years of additional academic attainment referred to in this application translates to a 19 
percent increase in college graduation rates.  
 
The research also shows that family scholarly culture, as evidenced by books in the home, passes 
generationally. In other words, you naturally pass on the joy of reading to your kids, and they will pass it 
to theirs. Our Book Shelf is the seed for catalyzing or blossoming a scholarly culture for families in need. 
Once that seed takes root, we believe it will lead to economic, health and social prosperity for families, 
helping break the cycle of intergenerational poverty.  
 
And, Our Book Shelf can be spread internationally as the primary research source is based on 27 
countries and 70,000 cases. 
 
8. Impact on Residents: How will residents know about this idea and how will it affect them within 12 
months of implementation?  
 
The success of our program is largely dependent on community engagement. During the testing phase 
we will develop a comprehensive outreach plan so that we can create awareness and enthusiasm 
among residents to coincide with launching the implementation plan. These efforts will initially focus on 



economically disadvantaged families that we want to enroll as participants; the non-profit and service 
organizations that have established trust-based working relationships in the target communities; 
educators, librarians and natural mentors who have direct access to and influence on the children we 
are trying to serve; and the wider volunteer community within Santa Fe that we will encourage to 
contribute to the success of the program in a variety of ways. 
 
By engaging many Santa Feans to launch Our Book Shelf, we anticipate creating excitement and 
momentum for participation, as well as positive attitudes toward cultivating a community-wide culture 
of valuing reading specifically and learning in general. Within 12 months of implementation, we expect 
that our target families will be enrolled, engaged, and supported by their individual communities to 
make their experiences with the program successful. 
 
9. Work Streams: Outline the key activities and anticipated dates for key phases of your implementation 
by using the template below. 
 
Separate spreadsheet. 
 
10. Testing Your Idea: What assumptions, and/or components of your idea will you test if you are 
selected as a Champion City? (As a reminder, up to 35 Champion Cities will be selected to test their 
idea.) How will you incorporate what you learn to increase the likelihood of success for the overall 
initiative? 
 
There are several key components of the program that we will test during the initial six month phase.  
 
Supply chain design: we will test our assumptions about sourcing large quantities of books, long term 
funding sources, and the logistics of moving books from suppliers and homes to families. Will the books 
go through a central "warehouse" or be sent directly to users? Can schools play a central role in 
matching books with children? 
 
Best practices for outreach and enrollment: we will collaborate with community leaders already working 
in literacy and with the target communities to determine how best to approach, enroll and engage 
users. Will middle and low-income families sign up? How will we keep them engaged? Are there unique 
cultural barriers? 
 
Feasibility of our app and logistics: we will work with design experts and community partners to 
determine the balance between an inviting, user-friendly interface and something that really serves the 
needs of the intended users. What devices will people use, and where? How do we actively engage 
those without smartphones or internet connection? 
 
Additionally, we seek to determine how long it takes for a reading culture to take root and become a 
regular part of family life. 
 
11. Risk Factors: What are the three greatest risks to the success of your idea and why? If you are 
selected as a Champion City (as a reminder, up to 35 cities will be selected to test their idea), will you 
use the testing phase to understand how to minimize any of these risks?  If so, how? 
 



Our top three assumptions and associated risks are that we can enroll enough users to make significant 
impact; can secure sufficient sources of books as we scale; and can make a user experience that is highly 
desirable. 
 
In the testing period, we intend to engage with local nonprofits, foundations, schools and other partners 
to help us reach our target families for focus groups and in-home interviews. We want to understand 
the best means for marketing to and reaching these families, and their unique behavioral, cultural and 
value preferences that would affect signing up and using Our Book Shelf app. 
 
We would evaluate and contact key book suppliers like Reading is Fundamental, publishers and local 
libraries. We want to determine if we can connect to their programs via APIs; whether they would post 
contests or other events to promote reading; and how else we can efficiently support and integrate 
them as suppliers within the app. 
 
Lastly, we know that if people find an app frustrating to use, they won’t use it. We want to rapidly define 
essential use cases for primary users and stakeholders, and prototype and test low and medium fidelity 
UI and UX with COPPA compliance in mind. 
 
12. Resident Involvement: How will citizens and other groups be involved in your implementation, and 
what will their level of involvement be? 
 
We will engage different segments of the community in different ways. During the first three years, the 
appropriate city government employees will oversee the coordination, budgeting, and administration of 
the program. Along with their expertise regarding the needs of the low-income community, we will rely 
upon schools and groups like United Way Santa Fe and Communities in Schools to help identify potential 
participant families and teach them about the program. We will also invite these groups to help with 
book distribution. Teachers and librarians will be instrumental in urging families to participate, 
encouraging progress, and helping match kids with books. 
 
13. Project Budget Estimate: What is the best estimate of the cost to implement and sustain your idea? 
Please answer this question using the budget form below. 
 
Separate spreadsheet. 
 
14. Testing Phase Budget Estimate: How much will it cost to complete the tests outlined in question 10 
and question 11?  Please answer this question using the budget forms below. 
 
Note: For the testing phase, Bloomberg Philanthropies will award Champion Cities up to $100,000 to 
supporting a testing phase of ~6 months. You should budget for only the amount needed to implement 
the tests you have outlined in question 10 and question 11. 
 
Separate spreadsheet. 
 
15. Alignment with Mayor or Chief Executive: How does this idea align with your Mayor or Chief 
Executive's priorities? How will he or she actively champion this idea? 
 
In January 2015, Mayor Gonzales accepted, through a city resolution, President Obama's My Brother's 
Keeper (MBK) Community Challenge encouraging communities to implement a coherent cradle-to-



college-and-career strategy for improving the life outcomes of all young people to ensure that they can 
reach their full potential, regardless of who they are, where they come from, or the circumstances into 
which they are born. Alongside the work of the Mayor's Children Youth and Family Cabinet, Santa Fe 
now has MBK at its core in early childhood development and disconnected youth programming. The 
cabinet is committed to ensuring a birth-to-career pathway for all Santa Feans. Their mission objectives 
include:  
 
1) Ensure that all children enter kindergarten prepared to learn and succeed;  
2) Ensure that all children are proficient in reading by 3rd grade; 
3) Improve high-school graduation rates and college preparedness;  
4) Ensure high-school graduates and disconnected youth have pathways to post-secondary education 
and workforce training options;  
5) Develop and implement educational and workforce training initiatives that support economic 
development. 
 
Our Book Shelf directly aligns with these objectives and functionally supports the groups charged with 
ensuring positive outcomes. Mayor Gonzales along with the city council members are enthusiastic 
supporters of Our Book Shelf. 
 
16. Ensuring Political Support: Is there an upcoming election in your city? If so, please list the date of 
the election and if your current mayor is eligible for re-election and planning to run. Please note any 
other anticipated transitions in leadership. Should there be a leadership transition in your city, how will 
you ensure support through the transition? 
 
The mayoral election in Santa Fe will take place on March 6, 2018 and our current mayor, Javier 
Gonzales, will not be seeking reelection. At present, eight candidates have launched campaign bids, 
including three current city council members.  
 
While the new mayor will certainly have his or her own priorities, it is widely understood within our 
community that our educational achievement rates are adversely affecting overall wellbeing.  
 
One of the most significant recent developments in Santa Fe's efforts to improve childhood wellbeing 
was creation of the Santa Fe Birth to Career Collaborative in 2013. This is a collective impact effort made 
up of committed leaders and stakeholders dedicated to achieving birth to career success for all Santa Fe 
children, families, and communities by aligning strategies, actions, and resources to improve outcomes 
across the birth to career continuum. The effort was spearheaded by leaders from four key educational 
and philanthropic anchor institutions in Santa Fe (Santa Fe Public Schools, Santa Fe Community College, 
United Way of Santa Fe County, and Santa Fe Community Foundation), and has expanded to include the 
City of Santa Fe (including Youth and Family Services Division, Mayors Youth Advisory Board, and the 
Office of Economic Development), Santa Fe Baby Fund, Communities in Schools-NM, and UNM Center 
for Education Policy & Research, among others.  
 
This group has developed long-term goals across all aspects of the child development spectrum. More 
specifically, the Reading Working Group is actively identifying best practices for early-literacy programs 
nationwide, and working to foster a “culture of reading” - objectives that Our Book Shelf will directly 
support. 
 



Given the comprehensive and collaborative nature of this work, we expect that the newly elected mayor 
will fully support the ongoing efforts of this group. 
 
17. Engaging Your Community: How will you engage people, organizations, and resources inside and 
outside of the municipal government to sustain your idea over time? 
 
In addition to engaging the many knowledgeable and active partners already identified, we believe that 
one of our strongest allies for ensuring Our Book Shelf success is the Santa Fe Public School system. By 
working closely with administrators, teachers, school librarians, after-school programs, and parent 
organizations, we hope to reach as many children as possible through trusted adults in their school 
environments. To complement some of the more creative methods we have identified for distributing 
books, we would also explore opportunities for supporting book fairs and other established events to 
get more books to kids where they are already engaged. 
 
18. Resident Reflections: Share your idea with stakeholders or residents who would be impacted by the 
idea. What are three of the most interesting responses? 
 
Response 1: The Director of Youth and Family Services programming for the city of Santa Fe feels that 
the program would be an excellent way to get resources to families that need them. He cautioned us to 
be sensitive to cultural issues and engage partners already trusted within the target communities. 
 
Response 2: Brainstormers were astonished to learn that the vast majority of middle and low income 
families have few or no books, yet just 25 books at home has a huge impact on education attainment. 
They believe Our Book Shelf could energize and change the whole city. 
 
Response 3: A PTA president from a local Title I elementary school thought the program would be a 
good vehicle for teachers to encourage reading at home, and suggested that PTAs in schools across the 
city could use this as an opportunity to host regular school-wide book swaps. 
 
19. Demand for Your Idea: How do you know this problem is relevant to other cities? Talk to at least 
two other cities that might be interested in taking up your idea once it's implemented. Do their 
responses provide any insights into what would make your idea more transferable? 
 
In speaking with May Sabakken, director of a private/public partnership for Albuquerque's leading after-
school youth development program, we learned that Our Book Shelf is very appealing for a large city 
where significant numbers of children struggle to meet literacy benchmarks. Ms. Sabakken, whose 
organization works closely with city government, Albuquerque Public Schools, and numerous nonprofit 
service providers, believes the program would be embraced after it has been successfully scaled city-
wide in Santa Fe. She felt like Santa Fe is the ideally sized city in which to create such a program and run 
a pilot so that the refined model could be scaled up to serve larger municipalities.  
 
The City Manager in Gresham, Oregon voiced strong enthusiasm for Our Book Shelf. He and his team 
observed that it is solving a right sized, urgent problem and is a solution they have not seen before. They 
believe it is strategically important to focus on tangible books before e-books, and the data generated 
within the app will provide great benefit to policy makers, foundations, nonprofits and other key 
stakeholders, provided that it is all anonymized and COPPA compliant. Like Ms. Sabakken, they see how 
our solution can be replicated in other cities. 


