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March 26, 2020 
 
Dear Colleague, 
 
For however long it lasts, this new normal requires us 
to inquire cautiously about mutual friends and family 
and then extend best wishes. From my family to 
yours. Stay safe. Stay healthy. Please. 
 
COVID-19 has commandeered my inbox. So much 
so that even my internist, dentist, grocery and bank 
are sending notes assuring me that my well-being is 
their most important concern. Now I know for sure 
what I merely suspected just a week ago. Things will 
get worse before getting better. 
 
That is why I was so moved two days ago by the 
teachers standing outside our neighborhood school 
handing out “fun learning packets” to parents who drove by to pick them up. These improvisations 
and non-random acts of kindness bring a smile and sometimes a tear. I had a “thank you for your 
service” murmur that in retrospect, I wish I had said aloud. 
 
I also am deeply inspired by the many leaders and funders of the 300+ local community initiatives 
that are the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading (CGLR) who are improvising and innovating to 
attend to the urgent needs in their communities. Many kudos. 
 
Please know, however, that I also am grateful to those of you who join the CGLR team in 
continuing to allocate bandwidth and resources to stay the course toward ensuring brighter 
futures for children in low-income families. Ensuring grade-level proficiency and early school 
success is becoming exponentially more difficult and complicated with each passing day. And 
now more than ever, we know that building systems of care, services and family supports is an 
essential component of that work. 
 
This “keep your eyes on the prize” admonition is much easier to propose than to embrace. 
Fortunately for us, allies are at hand. Health care professionals, while heroically battling COVID-
19, are unanimous and vocal in noting that the looming consequences of the pandemic have 



been magnified by decades of disinvestment in our nation’s public health system. As a 
consequence, they are fighting a “war” without the weapons and tools they desperately need. 
Assuming the “war” metaphor is as appropriate as it is now widespread, it seems fair to conclude 
that insofar as our public health system is concerned, we have engaged in unilateral disarmament 
even though surrender is not an option.  
 
Those of us committed to ensuring brighter futures for economically disadvantaged children 
should follow the lead of health care professionals. In many respects, the response to COVID-19 
has placed parents and families in a similar situation. Colleges and universities have summarily 
evicted students from their campuses and dorms. Schools and child care centers have been 
mandated to close. Children of all ages are in reverse exodus back to their homes, families and 
parents. And given the absence of well-resourced family support systems, many families 
— especially but not solely low-income families — are unprepared, ill-equipped and 
inadequately supported to succeed with the additional tasks for which they have been 
conscripted. 
 
This crucial moment is precisely the proper time to provoke and energize demand for 
strengthening the nation’s systems of care, services and supports for families. And to elevate 
parent success and successful parenting as “big bets” worthy of investment by philanthropy and 
the public sector. The upheaval and uncertainty in so many communities across the nation 
provide powerful evidence in real time that strengthening families and ensuring productive 
partnerships with parents are must-dos, not just nice-to-do. 
 
These issues have been on the nation’s policy agenda at least since the Depression. The urgent 
need to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the reality that parents are more than 
the proverbial “first teacher,” brain builder, coach and advocate. They are the launch pad, the 
backbone and the backstop of last resort. And, as with public health, family support systems need 
deep and sustained investment if we expect them to be ready when we need them most.  
 
Making that aspiration actionable is the work we envision as the priority for the Campaign for 
Grade-Level Reading in the year ahead. Please plan to join us. 
 
For the moment, 6-year-old Liam speaks for us all. 
 
Looking forward. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Ralph R. Smith 
Managing Director 




