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Chiefs player revs up ‘Hooked on Books’ campaign 

By JOE ROBERTSON 

Still sore from Sunday’s game, the Chiefs’ Sean Ryan joked that a group of preschoolers would need to help 
him up from the library’s carpeted floor. 

The children from Operation Breakthrough giggled and swarmed the 260-pound tight end, re-enacting the 
U.S. Marines’ raising of the flag at Iwo Jima. 

If the children warmed to Ryan like a favorite uncle, it was because they’d already established a common 
love. 

“What are your favorite books?” he had asked them as they gathered ‘Goodnight Moon’? ‘If You Give a 
Mouse a� in Kansas City’s downtown library. “ Cookie’?” 

“I got that one!” squealed one of the children from Operation Breakthrough, which serves mostly low-income 
families. 

“Who likes Clifford the big dog?” Ryan asked. 

A field of small hands shot in the air. 

It appeared that Kansas City’s generosity with books may be making its mark. 

Since 1998, Hooked on Books has collected more than 720,000 books to distribute throughout the Kansas 
City area for children who otherwise might not have books of their own at home. 

The campaign, originally launched by The Kansas City Star and now run by the Junior League of Kansas 
City, began its annual collection drive Tuesday. 

Operation Breakthrough has about 5,000 books in its library, said Jessica McDowell, the program’s literacy 
coordinator. Almost all have been donated, from many different places. 

“I’d like to have 10,000,” McDowell said. 

While Ryan had given his child audience a taste of some of his favorite books growing up, he could have 
gone on a while. 

The Boston College graduate’s mother was an elementary school teacher for 30 years, he said, and his 
father still reads voraciously. 

He grew up in Buffalo, N.Y., reading the Hardy Boys, and now, outside of football season, he said he tries to 
read a book a week. 

He reads everything he can by historian David McCullough and novelists John Grisham, Dan Brown and Pat 
Conroy, to name a few. 

“Reading was everything in my house,” he said. 

He’s starting over with the childhood favorites, reading to his 3-year-old daughter. 



It’s important that more children get those opportunities to read, said Helma Hawkins, the director of 
children’s services at the downtown library. 

“We know how important reading is,” she said. “Studies have shown that the number of books a child has in 
the home by age 3 … is a strong predictor of a student’s reading ability in the 10th grade.” 

 
Donating books  
Every fall through the end of October, Hooked on Books collects new or gently used books to distribute to 
children who may not have many books at home.  

Locations to donate:  

Rainy Day Books, 2706 W. 53rd St., Fairway. 

The Junior League Resale Boutique, 6398 Troost Ave. 

The Junior League Headquarters, 9215 Ward Parkway. 

For information, to receive a book or to volunteer:  

Call 816-997-8370 or go to www.jlkc.org and click on the Hooked on Books banner. 

To reach Joe Robertson, call 816-234-4789 or send e-mail to jrobertson@kcstar.com. 


