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Mission 
Statement:

We benefit the 
preschool children of 

Ashe county, ages 
birth to age five, by 
providing the gift of 
books to promote 

reading for pleasure 
and lifelong learning. 

W E LC O M E....
to the first edition of IMAG INATION   EXPRESS, 

the newsletter of Imagination Ashe, Inc. 

  We are the Ashe County, 
North Carolina affiliate of Dolly 
Parton’s Imagination Library, and 
we have exciting news to share 
about our program and its mission.  

 Everyone loves a road trip!  
New sights, new scenery, and new 
places to visit beckon us with every 
mile. Join me as we embark on a 
journey together through this 
newsletter. On this trip the 
Imagination Express will make 
several stops. First, we will glance 

back at Dolly Parton’s vision and 
review how we began; we will hear 
from  donors; we will review how 
important it is to help our children 
learn to read; we will hear from 
parents on how these books affect 
their families; we will discuss the 
goals and dreams we have for the 
future; finally we will visit our 
2013 donor reception. Ready?...  
Climb aboard and come sit beside 
me...
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 In 1996 Dolly 
Parton reached out to the 
families in her home 
county in the Great Smoky 
Mountains in east 
Tennessee. In her desire to 
honor her father who did 
not get a chance to learn 
how to read, she launched 
Dolly Parton’s Imagination 
Library. The goal was to 
foster a love of reading 
among Sevier County’s 
preschool children by 
providing them with the 
gift of a specially selected 
book each month.

     Dolly Parton’s 
Imagination Library 
became so popular that in 
2000 Dolly announced that 
she would make the 
program available to any 
community in any state 
that was willing to partner 
with her to support it 
locally. In a 2012 interview 
Dolly reflects on what 
motivated her to 
undertake such a 
philanthropic gesture. “If 
you can’t read, you are 
almost crippled,” she says. 
 

DOLLY PARTON’S VISION

BIRTH OF IMAGINATION ASHE
Dolly Parton’s Imagination Library was established in Ashe County in 2006 by Beth Dixon. Beth had 

worked closely with Dolly in Tennessee before returning to the Jefferson area where she had 
previously resided. Beth had personally seen the success of this reading program for young people in 

Tennessee and believed that such a program could benefit hometown children. After organizing a 
group of two to three interested volunteers, a Task Force was formed followed by the first Board of 
Directors. With the singular vision that every Ashe preschooler would have books in their homes -- 

coupled with extreme grass roots fundraising efforts -- Imagination Ashe was born.  

WHY DO I GIVE TO IMAGINATION ASHE?

      From the outset, Imagination Ashe has been funded through  
the generosity of Ashe County citizens, churches, and businesses. For 
almost seven years now, our program has depended 100% on 
charitable contributions and donations. In 2010, Imagination Ashe 
received its 501(c)(3) charitable tax exempt status. The regular 
financial support of many faithful donors keeps our program going 
month after month, year after year, book after book. Read the 
comments below and learn what motivates local residents to open 
their wallets and make a financial investment in Ashe County families.

      Karen Brock and Marcia Colonius are sisters who give to 
Imagination Ashe every year to honor their mother. “Our mother grew 
up in the foothills of east Tennessee, an hour and a half from where 
Dolly Parton grew up, and until she entered school at age five, she had 
no access to children’s books. Because of this experience, she made 
sure my sister and I had a large collection of Little Golden Books. My 
favorite was The Little Engine That Could. She was always willing to 
read to us and later take us to the library to check out books that we 
read on our own.  It thrills my mother to know that giving to 
Imagination Ashe makes it possible for the children in Ashe to fall in 
love with books and reading, just as she did many years ago.”
 
 Linda Rousseau is a retired elementary school teacher. “I give 
to Imagination Ashe because it promotes early childhood literacy.  
During my 30 year tenure as an elementary school teacher, I saw that 
preschool children who were exposed to books typically became better 
readers, developed a more extensive vocabulary, and performed better 
in school. Reading to children early on is the first step toward 
fostering a love for reading that continues throughout a lifetime.”



[3]

 Many parents, young and old alike, may be tempted 
to ask the above questions. The answers are simple.  
Research suggests over and over again that the earlier 
a child is exposed to reading and math skills, the 
better. Reading and math skills have always been 
at the core of a solid education, and with good 
reason. These subjects prepare children to 
function in society and gravitate towards more 
specialized fields of study. Moreover, regardless 
of variables such as genetics, intelligence levels, 
and social class, research indicates that people tend 
to be much more successful in adulthood if proficiency in 
reading and math are developed early in life. In other words, 
a child from a disadvantaged background can succeed if 

reading skills are mastered at an early age. Remarkably, 
reading can be nurtured in children as young as newborns 

and infants.

 During the first five years of life, children 
experience rapid brain development. When you 
read, talk, sing, and play with your child, you’re 
stimulating the growth of your child’s brain and 
building the connections that will become the 

building blocks of reading. Children are little 
blank slates, eager to learn about the world around 

them.  A love of reading can begin almost from the 
womb as children snuggle up with Mom or Dad to hear 
stories every day.

It is up to us!

WHY SHOULD 
I HELP MY 

CHILD LEARN 
TO READ? 

   Simple activities between parent and child can kick start early reading skills:

Babies from birth to 2 years old:   Talk with your baby or toddler about what is going on around you. When your baby 
babbles or your child talks, listen carefully and answer.  Ask your baby or toddler lots of questions. Even if she does 
not answer, she learns that questions are invitations for her to respond. Read together every day.

For 2 and 3 year olds:  Read aloud to your child every day anything that is in print:  labels, signs, lists, menus, texts, e-
mails.  Print is everywhere. Point to some of the words you say to them, especially words that are repeated. Let your 
child turn the pages and hold the book as you read or tell the story. Read favorite books again and again. Read 
together every day.

For 4 to 5 year olds:  Write your child’s name. Make letters from clay or use magnetic letters.  Point out and name 
letters when reading alphabet books, signs, or labels. Write words that interest your child like “truck” using crayons.  
Ask open-ended questions like “What do you think is happening in this picture?” Read together every day.

ISN’T THAT 
WHAT 

SCHOOL IS 
FOR? 
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 First stop is Colleen’s house.  
Colleen is a grandmother who is raising 
her 20-month-old grandson, Owen.  
“Right now, Owen’s favorite book is 
The Minosaur,” she says. “We read it 
together daily. All I have to say is 
’Mine, mine, mine,’ and Owen drops 
whatever he is doing and races to his 
room to locate the book and bring it 
back to me to read it AGAIN! He would 
much rather have the books from 
Imagination Ashe than the Dr. Seuss 
books handed down to him by his 
older siblings.” Every chance she gets, 
Colleen spreads the word about  
Imagination Ashe to her family, friends 
and co-workers. She wants other Ashe 
County residents to know that they too 
can be a part of such a wonderful 
program.  

 Let’s pop in at Lisa’s home.   
Lisa’s face lights up when asked if her 
one-year-old son, Marty, enjoys his 
books from Imagination Ashe. “Oh, he 
does, he does,” she says.  She beams as 
she describes Marty’s love for the 
books. “He gets so excited when his 
books arrive.  He’s into his dinosaur 
stage now and his favorite book is The 
Minosaur.” Lisa is expecting her 
second child in less than two months. 
“I can’t wait to sign up my new baby,” 
the young mom says.

 

 In Cindy’s home, you will find 
a very active and lively three-year-old 
named Haleigh. Cindy is a single mom 
who is raising her young daughter 
alone.  “Haleigh got signed up for 
Imagination Ashe when we were at 
Christmas in July,” she explains. “She 
was just a little baby then, and now she 
has more books than we know what to 
do with!” Haleigh’s favorite books are 
the ones about the llamas. “If I say 
‘llama, llama,’ Haleigh will 
automatically say back ‘he is “mad at 
his mama!’” Haleigh can recognize 
some letters, some numbers and 
rhymes.  Cindy is very grateful for 
Imagination Ashe. “If it weren’t for 
Imagination Ashe, I could never have 
afforded these books on my own.”

HOW DO THESE BOOKS BENEFIT MY CHILD AND MY FAMILY?

     Take a peek into the lives of several families described below who reveal what it means to 
their kids to receive books from Imagination Ashe...

 Our visit to Michael and Natalie’s home begins at their mailbox where both of their young sons literally jump for 
joy when they spy the Imagination Ashe books in today’s mail. Immediately the plastic is ripped off and the boys ask “Can 
we read it now?” John David, 6, has graduated from our program, but two-year-old Ethan is actively enrolled. John David’s 
favorite book is Gobble, Gobble, Crash. His dad, Michael, reads the story with such amazing vocal expression that it sends 
John David into contagious laughter. Ethan’s favorite book is Read to Tiger. His favorite part of the story is when Tiger 
becomes the mighty Ninja. Repeatedly Ethan will reenact what the tiger does in the story. With his little hands punching 
the air, Ethan will let out a bold “Hi-ya!” The boys’ mom, Natalie, says that the books have enriched her sons’ lives in so 
many ways. She cites language development, writing, and learning how to hold a book and turn pages as a few of the skills 
they are developing. Natalie says “Part of the enjoyment as parents is the physical/emotional bond that is created while we 
cuddle with them, as we discover a whole new world together.” Both parents enthusiastically affirm that the books are 
teaching their boys that reading is a fun and enjoyable experience.

OUR CHILDREN, OUR FUTURE
     With an illiteracy rate of 14 % in Ashe County, what Imagination Ashe is doing is of vital importance to 
the future of our community. When we interface and network with pre-K teachers in the Ashe County School 

system, we are continually told that there are many local families who do not have a single book in their house 
and can’t afford one. We are told that many parents do not understand how important early literacy skills 
really are and resist the whole idea of reading and education. We are told that many young children have 

parents and grandparents who cannot read. The 2010 census indicated that there are 1,500 preschoolers in 
Ashe County. It is our goal to get books to every single one of them! Our Board of Directors works tirelessly to 

register children in the program and have done public service programs to get the word out. To date, over 
30,000 books have been distributed here since the program’s initiation in January 2007. At present we serve 

approximately 700 children each month and have graduated 791. The vision is clear. The need is great.   
Challenges are many. The magic of reading and the love of learning is a right that every child deserves but is 

not guaranteed. Imagination Ashe, in partnership with Ashe County’s finest citizens, is keeping the dream alive 
and making it happen. It all begins with 3 words: “Read to me.”
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2013 DONOR RECEPTION

     Friday, September 6, found many supporters of Imagination 
Ashe at a Donor Reception hosted by the IA Board at the Ashe 
County Arts Council. Surrounded by a stunning collection of 

photographs on display at the Arts Council, our donors 
mingled with each other while sampling delicious hors 

d'ouvres, sipping wine, and listening to the beautiful melodies 
coming from Connie Woolard's hammered dulcimer. The guest 

of honor was Nancy Shoemaker who introduced us to the 
musings of her husband, artist Stephen Shoemaker, who was 
commissioned to create a print for Imagination Ashe in 2007.  
His whimsical print, highlighting many of Stephen's childhood 

fantasies sparked by his favorite children's books, was a 
wonderful expression of the imagination of one that is a child 

at heart. Stephen's prints were on sale, and are an ongoing 
premium to those donors who support Imagination Ashe at the 
$150 or above level in a single donation. Supporters and Board 
members alike enjoyed the interaction, the information, as well 
as imagining the impact this organization has on Ashe County. 

Thank you for helping make Imagination Ashe possible and 
supporting early literacy!

WILL YOU HELP US?
 
     It is a popular 
misconception that because 
Imagination Ashe is an affiliate 
of Dolly Parton’s Imagination 
Library that the Dollywood 
Foundation helps fund our 
program here in Ashe County.  
That is simply not true. The 
Dollywood Foundation supports 
its affiliates in many ways, but 
financial support is not one of 
them. It is the responsibility of 
the Board of Directors to obtain 
funding from local sources to 
pay for the purchase and 
distribution of books.  
Currently, our budget is 
approximately $25,000 
annually. We serve nearly 700 
children each and every month.  
That means that almost 10,000 
books are received annually by 

Ashe County preschoolers. It 
costs $30 to pay for books for 
one child per year. A gift of 
$150 pays for books for five 
children per year. All monies 
donated to Imagination Ashe 
stay in Ashe County. Basically, 
we are a local program asking 
for local dollars to change the 
lives of our neighbors’ children. 
Would you help us sponsor a 
child? A check in any amount 
that you can afford will help us 
reach our goal, and place books 
in the hands of children who 
may not have access to them.

Please send your tax 
deductible donations to :

Imagination Ashe, P.O. Box 
1745, Jefferson, NC  28640


