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Together, We Make Way for Stories That 
Change Lives

Our Mission
Our mission is to give all children the chance to read and succeed. 

Our Approach
Literacy is a transformative tool, empowering individuals and communities. We further educational equity by ensuring 
under-served children discover the power of reading. To honor the many perspectives, languages, cultures, and 
funds of knowledge held by our community, we ensure families and children are refl ected in the literacy materials they 
encounter. Through our multi-generation approach, we build on the existing strengths of families and educators to 
create lasting change in the lives of the children in their care.

To our generous community,

Thank you for being an integral part of our story. With your support, Make Way for Books 
continues to innovate and collaborate to meet the growing needs of our youngest learners. 

Your generosity and partnership has been the driving force behind transformative learning 
experiences for thousands of children, families, and educators across our state. Thanks 
to your support, we remain a vital resource providing family literacy and enrichment 
programs, as well as professional development for educators. You have helped ensure 
thousands of Arizona’s most vulnerable children are ready for kindergarten and beyond.

As we refl ect on a year of growth and achievements, we extend our heartfelt thank you and 
invite you to explore our report to see your generosity at work.

With gratitude,

Yissel Salafsky
Make Way for Books CEO

This spring, we were honored to host author and literacy advocate 
Maya Payne Smart. Maya inspired our staff, board, and the broader 
community in a series of compelling talks which reminded us of our 
collective responsibility to literacy. (Pictured from le�  to right: David Lovitt, 
Board President; Mary Jan Bancro� , Founder; Maya Payne Smart; Paul Bancro� , 
Emeritus Board Member; Yissel Salafsky, CEO)

With gratitude,

Yissel Salafsky
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Our Impact

Our Reach

Program Children Parents/ Caregivers Educators

Story Project/Cuéntame 7,096 579

Story School 1,287 1,138

Make Way for Books App 2,271 1,893

Community Engagement 17,452

Total 28,106 3,031 579

99%
of Story School 

parents/caregivers 
developed new 

skills to support their 
children’s learning.

98%
of Story Project 

educators developed 
new tools to support 

their students’ 
learning.

97%
 of children made 
progress in their 

language and literacy 
skills as a result of our 

flagship programs.

This year, you helped Make Way for Books serve more than 31,000 children, parents, and educators.

We distributed 
54,958 books 

throughout 
communities 

around Arizona. 

From Yuma to 
Chinle to Sahuarita, 
we promoted early 
childhood literacy.

Serving Arizona in 
9 Counties & 205 Sites
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Family Literacy: Story School

“Story School helps me understand my kids, like why they love to ‘write’ on my to-do lists.” 
- Story School parent



5

Family Literacy: Story School

This year, Story School expanded its reach to serve over 1,000 families across 75 sites in 
Pima and Maricopa counties. We continued to lower barriers by bringing our services 
into neighborhoods and communities, offering Story School in familiar locations 
including elementary schools, family resource centers, libraries, and clinics. We created 
supportive environments for parents and children, making early literacy accessible to all 
and strengthening relationships within families and communities.

Story School is a 12-session science-backed literacy program that empowers caregivers 
to become their children’s first and most important teacher. We equip families with 
high-quality bilingual books and the best practices to use them as teaching tools. With 
new strategies, resources, and confidence, families carry the learning forward at home, 
preparing their children for kindergarten and beyond.

Story School fosters fundamental learning during the most important developmental 
period of a child’s life. The first five years are critical for children’s cognitive, language, and 
social-emotional development. Reading, storytelling, and exposure to words during this 
period lays the foundation for future learning, enhances vocabulary, and fosters a lifelong 
love of reading, building for future academic success.

Expanding Access to Culturally Rich and Bilingual Stories

At Make Way for Books, we strive to a�rm families’ home languages, stories, traditions, 
cultural knowledge, and diverse experiences as vital assets in their children’s learning. 
This and every year, we make a concerted effort to ensure that a large percentage of our 
books are created by authors and illustrators of color. By selecting books that celebrate the 
diversity of our community, we give families teaching tools that reflect their experiences, 
inspiring them to return to these books again and again. In fact, 95% of families in our 
Story School program reported sharing more books with their children a�er participating 
in our programs.

“Quiero reconocer la calidad de la maestra… [Los maestros] 
no son personas novatas o que están aprendiendo sino que 
son personas que saben los temas, cuando hacen el programa 
saben lo que están haciendo” / “I want to recognize the quality 
of the teacher… [The teachers] aren’t newbies or still learning, 
they’re people that know the subjects, they know how the 
program works, they know what they’re doing.”

- Story School parent
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The Magic of Story School: One Family’s Experience
Desiree Johnson, Story School parent

Desiree Johnson’s life changed dramatically when she enrolled her children 
in Story School at Make Way for Books, driven by a desire to instill a love of 
literacy in her family. What she didn’t realize was this single decision would 
transform not only her children’s lives, but hers as well.

From the moment Desiree walked into the warm, inviting atmosphere of 
Story School, she felt an overwhelming sense of belonging. The program’s 
unwavering commitment to nurturing literacy skills, school readiness, and 
social-emotional development resonated profoundly with her hopes  for her 
children’s futures.

Her children, too, were swept up in the magic of Story 
School. They dove eagerly into an array of activities, 
from bilingual interactive storytelling to lively music and 
movement songs to skill-building cra�s. Desiree watched 
with joy as their excitement for learning blossomed. Each 
session brought new discoveries, fueling their curiosity 
and igniting a passion for reading that extended beyond 
the classroom walls.

But the impact of Story School didn’t stop with her children. Desiree herself 
was profoundly inspired by the program’s holistic approach. Through shared 
techniques, she gained invaluable insights into fostering literacy at home and 
nurturing her children’s emotional well-being.

As the weeks passed, Desiree noticed remarkable changes in herself and her children. Their bond deepened 
through shared reading experiences, fostering communication and empathy. With newfound confidence, her 
children embraced school challenges, equipped with the foundational skills instilled by Story School.

Desiree’s journey with Story School empowered her not only as a parent but also as a community advocate. 
Armed with the knowledge and tools from the program, she spread the joy of reading and the importance of 
literacy to other families. Her advocacy led her to interview for the First Things First Parent Advisory Council, 
where she hopes to extend the impact of programs like Story School to even more families in her community.

Today, Desiree looks back on her time with Story School with gratitude and pride. The program didn’t just 
equip her children with essential academic skills; it instilled in them a lifelong love for learning. Through Story 
School, Desiree and her children embarked on a transformative journey—one filled with the power of stories, 
the joy of discovery, and the promise of a brighter future.
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“Over this year the children in my class have 
gained a huge passion for books. The quiet/
literacy area of our class was not a popular area 
until we started implementing the strategies 
learned from Make Way for Books. This 
changed everything and now the children 
love to look at books and interpret the stories 
within them.”

- Story Project educator

“The Make Way for Books program 
has given me the great opportunity 
to offer high-quality care for years, 
and the opportunity to use books 
and materials to offer high-quality 
physical, mental, and intellectual 
development to children under 
my care to help them become fully 
bilingual children.”
  - Cuéntame educator

“As I read books to the infants I know that just pointing 
along and having them hold and touch the books 
will help them in the future. I’m planting that seed for 
them as they keep growing.”

- Story Project educator
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Educator Coaching and Professional Development: 
The Story Project

Cuéntame

This year, our team has expanded to serve a total of nine counties across the state, transforming 

our community literacy landscape. Through a generous partnership with the Arizona Department 

of Education, our coaches provided support for Head Start classrooms, home-based childcare 

providers, and Indigenous childcare centers. We leveraged this partnership with additional support 

from Valley of the Sun United Way, solidifying our presence in Maricopa County. We ended the year 

on a high note thanks to a 3-year partnership with Helios Education Foundation which will allow us to 

sustain increased services and expand the team to provide stable, multi-region services. 

With over 20 years of service, The Story Project offers tailored professional development workshops 

and personalized one-to-one coaching for more than 550 educators annually. The program develops 

literacy-rich classroom environments by providing bilingual books, literacy resources, and training in 

key early literacy skills, including phonological awareness, vocabulary, and reading comprehension. 

By empowering educators, The Story Project fosters early literacy and language development, setting 

the stage for children’s kindergarten readiness and future academic success. We prioritize high-

needs areas, such as under-resourced communities and those with low reading scores, to equip early 

childhood educators with the tools necessary to foster early literacy and language development.

This year, we supported 34 Spanish-language home-based childcare providers in a professional 

development program spanning the academic year. Thanks to partnerships with United Way of 

Tucson and Southern Arizona, Pima County Outside Agency, and the Sunstone Foundation, we 

deepened our focus on the Science of Reading in a community-oriented setting. Throughout the 

program, educators developed and implemented new multicultural and multilingual strategies to 

support their students’ social-emotional development, early literacy skills, and love of learning. With 

a sizable waitlist, interest in this program is high. We look forward to serving even more care providers 

in the coming year.

Home-based childcare providers fill an important gap in Arizona’s childcare ecosystem, o�en offering 

affordability, smaller class sizes, care in the family’s home language, and a welcoming environment. 

However, many home-based childcare providers don’t receive the same research-based professional 

development as their childcare center counterparts. We’re proud to empower Spanish-language 

home-based childcare providers so they can better serve multilingual children across Arizona.
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Educator Coaching and Professional Development: 
The Story Project

Cuéntame

A Lifelong Commitment to Early Literacy in 
Indigenous Communities

Maria Jones, Early Literacy Specialist

Maria fi rst encountered Make Way for Books over 15 years 
ago as a Head Start educator with the Pascua Yaqui Tribe. 
From the outset, she was deeply impressed by the resources 
and support provided by our organization. Quietly, she 
aspired to one day transition from teaching in the classroom 
to working with Make Way for Books, where she could serve 
as a resource and support for other educators, particularly 
those working in Indigenous communities. Maria’s passion 
for early literacy has always been profound, especially within 
Indigenous communities–she is part Yaqui herself and grew 
up with a father who inspired her to value education and the 
power of learning, despite his own struggles with literacy.

Today, Maria plays a key role in fostering partnerships 
between Make Way for Books and educators from the Navajo 
Nation (in Chinle, Many Farms, and Tsaile), Pascua Yaqui 
Tribe, and Tohono O’odham Nation. She greatly values the 
thoughtfulness behind our book selections and curriculum, 
noting that the families, cultures, and diversity refl ected in the 
materials she brings excites educators and families alike. One 
standout example is the book Bright Star by Yuyi Morales, 
which highlights Tohono O’odham culture. Maria describes 
how the children’s faces “light up” when they realize the 
story is about their own culture.

This year, Maria worked with over 65 educators in Indigenous communities. 
Time and again, educators have expressed how empowered they feel by 
the training and resources Maria provides. They appreciate her respectful 
approach and understanding of the unique challenges they face. As a 
result, educators report increased confi dence in discussing developmental 
milestones with parents and administrators, as well as offering age-
appropriate recommendations for children’s growth and development.

Moreover, the educators are incredibly grateful for the lending libraries 
established in each classroom. These libraries offer a dual benefi t, 
providing books for class and for students to check out and read at home.

Maria was particularly moved by the educators in Chinle, who strongly 
advocated for Make Way for Books to return for a second year. She 
remarked, “This demonstrates how much they value and appreciate the 
services we provide.” Looking ahead to the next year, Maria is excited to 
expand her work with Indigenous communities even further.
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Make Way for Books App

This year, Make Way for Books o�  cially released the third version of the Make Way for Books App. This 
version includes improvements and features requested directly by families, including accessibility 
features and our new “Learning Levels,” which encourage families to revisit their child’s favorite books 
and provide deepening educational content each time they share a book together. 

The Make Way for Books App is a free, bilingual resource that provides high-quality, developmentally-
appropriate electronic books in English and Spanish. Through robust activities, the app helps families 
transform everyday routines and interactions into literacy and language-rich experiences. Parents, 
caregivers, and educators can track their child’s learning using the app’s Learning Journal, which gives 
them the opportunity to record observations, photos, and new vocabulary as they learn together 
using the app.

This year, the Make Way for Books App was featured at the top of Common Sense Media’s list of Best 
Book Apps for Kids and Teens! Since launching in 2019, our app has served nearly 12,000 people in 
cities across North America and worldwide.

Download the App for 
iPhone

Download the App for 
Android
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Make Way for Books App

In his decade at Make Way for Books, Fernando González has 
grown within and alongside the organization. He began as a 
part-time Spanish translator in 2014 before becoming a Family 
Literacy Specialist, drawn to our mission by his experience as an 
elementary educator. 

“It felt exciting to focus on that earlier age range, making sure kids 
had opportunities so that when they would get to a classroom, like 
the one that I was in, they’d be ready to learn to read,” he explains.

Ever since, Fernando has been moved not just by Make Way for 
Books’ impact, but also by our approach and those we serve. 

“That resonated with me–the emphasis on community and a 
strengths-based approach,” he explains. “And I loved that we would interact with children directly, but our primary 
audience would be the adults in the child’s life… Over and over, I saw how parents and caregivers, grandparents and 
aunts and uncles, would support one another in order to make it work, in the best interest of their children.”

He recalls one family’s effort to ensure both parents developed skills to 
support their children’s learning.

“The dad worked a night shi�  and the program was in the morning. He 
shi� ed his schedule so he could come a� er work, which meant he would 
come all sleep deprived. You could see it in his face. But he was there… It 
was just incredible. And that was representative of so many people.”

Though he didn’t know it at the time, Fernando would oversee a project 
to ensure caregivers had access to educational resources regardless of 
transportation, work schedules, or an international lockdown–the Make 
Way for Books App. 

A simple project when Fernando took it on, the app became an ambitious undertaking thanks to a generous gi�  in 2017. 

“When that happened, it shi� ed my trajectory, because I was already in charge of the app,” he says. “They needed 
somebody to lead this project… so it became a much bigger component of my job… By the time we launched it in 2019, 
it was like my full time job.”

Alongside staff, volunteers, and even University of Arizona students, Fernando has grown the app into a research-based 
resource with nearly 100 titles paced to meet a child’s development from birth to age fi ve. Beyond supporting the app’s 
continued evolution, Fernando now builds organizational capacity by managing technology and systems. He also weighs 
in on strategy as an executive team member.

“Where I sit now, I get to contribute to envisioning where the organization is going,” he shares. “It feels especially 
gratifying having done the work directly before, because I get to envision: What does the world look like, what does our 
community look like when the impact that I used to see right in front of me gets scaled?”

“I have always seen my role as one of service, whether I was a Literacy Specialist serving families directly, or serving 
educators directly, or serving people through the app. Now, as my role has shi� ed to a more administrative one, I see 
myself as in service to everybody that works here and them being able to carry that impact in the community forward.”

Building All Kinds of Networks
Fernando González, Chief Information O�  cer
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From Children’s Librarian to Dedicated Volunteer
Gudrun Godare, Volunteer of Six Years

What originally inspired you to support us? 

When I was president of the Tucson Area Reading Council, 
our organization provided a number of workshops for 
teachers and o�en used a space provided by Make Way 
for Books. I became acquainted with members of the staff 
who attended these sessions and I learned to appreciate 
the work they were doing in the community. This was my 
first introduction. I knew Mary Jan and also had friends 
who already volunteered. When I retired, I asked if there 
was something I could do to support the mission of the 
organization and began volunteering 10-12 hours a week.

What has kept you connected and motivated to 
continue supporting us over the years? 

I realized early on in my long career as a children’s 
librarian in Tucson Unified School District that programs 
and projects require support from volunteers. I have 
the time to give, and there is always something to do. 
Reworking the library was a great example of providing 
support... moving to a more usable cataloging system, 
updating the collection, and adding the puppets and kits 
to the database. And there is always an abundance of new 
materials that need to be processed. Plus, volunteering 
at Make Way for Books is a pleasant experience. Everyone seems to enjoy each other’s company. They’re 
welcoming and serious about the literacy work they provide to the Arizona community.

How have you seen our organization evolve or grow since you first started volunteering? 

Certainly, the app that is available to all and the expansion of the programs throughout the state, all while 
maintaining the organization’s mission, goals, and objectives. 

Is there an aspect of our work that resonates most deeply with you? 

Not one specifically, but for me it’s the entire project—addressing the needs of young children, while supporting 
families, caregivers, and educators. It’s the holistic approach I appreciate . . . one that takes into consideration 
the literacy needs of children by providing a very comprehensive, well-rounded program provided by very 
knowledgeable people, and the books and other resources that support each lesson are a plus.

In your opinion, what has been our greatest impact or achievement over the years? 

The simple belief that literacy is the ultimate life skill. Helping parents, educators, and caregivers better 
understand the literacy process, along with providing quality resources needed to help children thrive.

As we continue to grow, what hopes do you have for the future of our organization? 

I hope many more families will connect to Make Way for Books and take advantage of the literacy resources 
available . . . knowledgeable educators and high-quality resources to help with the literacy education of their 
children.
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From Children’s Librarian to Dedicated Volunteer
Gudrun Godare, Volunteer of Six Years

Our Volunteers

We are deeply grateful to our volunteers who dedicated over 1,870 hours this year in support of early 
literacy. A heartfelt thank you to each of you for sharing time and expertise, from delivering books to 
contributing content and support for the Make Way for Books App to offering leadership and guidance 
on our Board of Directors—and so much more! Your commitment has made a lasting impact, and we 
thank you from the bottom of our hearts.

Board of Directors 
David Lovitt, President

Stephanie Engs, Vice President

Scott Ingram, Interim Treasurer & Secretary

Anne McLain, MBA

Betty J. Glinsmann-Gibson, MS, MB, BCPA

Brieanna Chillious

Dan Puglisi

Douglas Riegger

Felicia Durden, EdD

Genny Matteucci

Karyn Prechtel-Altman

Stephanie Pearmain 

Sunni Lopez

Board Members Emeriti
Jennifer J. Stewart, MBA

Paul D. Bancro�, Esq.
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Starting Early, Succeeding for Life: The Power of 
Literacy Genny Matteucci, Board Member

How did you first learn about Make Way for Books?

Make Way for Books had invited board members of the 
Literary Society of the Southwest to meet the former CEO, 
Jenny Volpe, and see their work in Avondale’s Head Start 
Program. I was the board member from the Literary Society 
of the Southwest (LSSW) who went on that site visit along 
with LSSW member, Lucy McCain. We loved it and le� 
feeling hopeful. We understood Make Way for Books was 
addressing something desperately needed and providing an 
effective approach to improve Arizona’s literacy outcomes…
starting at birth.

Tell me about your connection to the mission. What about it specifically resonates with you?

Early is key. Like preventative dentistry or healthcare, early childhood literacy not only prevents challenges, it 
sets kids up for success and ultimately better lives.

I’m sure you have seen some changes since you first joined the board. What developments have you 
been proud to see?

Change requires adjustments, and Make Way for Books knew it was ready for its next level of operational 
growth. Hiring Yissel to build on Jenny and Mary Jan’s foundational legacy opened this next chapter. The 
excellent staff, resources, organizational systems, a�liations, and funding sources now in place elevate Make 
Way for Books’ already-great work.

As we continue to grow, what hopes do you have for the future of our organization?

I would love to see all Arizonans feel empowered by early literacy and capable of passing it on to future 
generations.

Through all the change, what about the organization has remained constant?

The heart of Make Way for Books has never wavered…good people making connections that build trust, 
confidence, and ultimately early childhoods engaged with literacy.

Is there a particular program or aspect of our work that resonates most deeply with you?

I relate best with Story School since I took my own kids to the library for story time when they were young. Of 
course, Make Way for Books’ Literacy Specialists make the experience so much richer and more rewarding.

What do you wish more people knew about Make Way for Books?

I always emphasize that Make Way for Books has been at this for 25 years, has a proven program lauded by the 
Library of Congress, and targets birth to five kids in low-income and underserved communities.



Our FinancialsKey Partners

8%
INDIVIDUAL 

CONTRIBUTIONS
$279,663

14%
GENERAL & ADMIN

$437,777

88%
GRANTS

$3,135,653

80%
PROGRAM 
SERVICES

$2,522,538

Income
$3,551,675

Expenses
$3,167,820

3%
IN-KIND

$123,338

6%
FUNDRAISING

$207,505

>1%
MISCELLANEOUS

$13,021

Thanks to your support, Make Way for Books continues to adapt to the evolving needs of young children, families, and 
educators across Arizona, remaining a vital source of learning, connection, and hope. We could not do it without you!

At Make Way for Books, our mission is to provide all children with the opportunity to read and succeed. We strive 
to ensure our youngest and most vulnerable learners receive the early literacy experiences they need to grow into 
creative, curious, and compassionate individuals. Your support enables us to continue innovating and delivering 
culturally-responsive and empowering programs that meet children, families, and educators where they are.

Thank you for making all of this possible.

Thank You!

Arizona Department of Education
Valley of the Sun United Way 
Helios Education Foundation

First Things First
The Estée Lauder Companies Charitable Foundation 

The Bob & Renee Parsons Foundation
The Diane & Bruce Halle Foundation 

Paul and Mary Jan Bancro�
Read On Arizona

Arizona Community Foundation
United Way of Tucson and Southern Arizona

Nina Mason Pulliam Charitable Trust
Stranahan Foundation 

The Stocker Foundation 
Sunstone Foundation

Paul Baker
Social Venture Partners

Mary Vanselow
Pima County Outside Agency

Literary Society of the Southwest
Stanley M. Reinhaus Family Foundation
Stone Canyon Community Foundation

The H.S. Lopez Family Foundation
TJX Foundation, Inc.

Tucson Charity Bridge Club, Inc.
City of Tucson O�ce Of Council Member                                

Lane Santa Cruz, Ward 1
Neely Foundation 

The Eliot Spalding Foundation
the West, Inc.

Connie J. Hillman Family Foundation
The Harry and Marjorie Stewart Foundation

PNC Foundation
Sundt Foundation

Tucson Electric Power
GEICO Philanthropic Foundation

Cardinals Charities
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700 N. Stone Ave. 
Tucson, AZ 85705

Share Stories, Change Lives
“We are happier people now. My child has an amazing routine twice a week that would not have 
happened if this program wasn’t available to us.” - Story School parent

Use the QR code to 
make a gi�  today
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www.makewayforbooks.org




