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Fellow Citizens:

This State of Adult Literacy Report represents over eighteen months of intensive data review and analysis as well 

as many hours of interviews with adult learners and facilitation of focus groups of stakeholders concerned with 

adult education in the District of Columbia. The staff of the State Education Agency, Adult Education & Family 

Literacy (SEA) undertook this work in order: 1) to organize what we know about the challenges facing citizens 

who are functionally illiterate using the national data for comparison purposes; 2) to examine the implications 

of this startlingly pervasive problem for the District of Columbia; and 3) to offer viable solutions based on what 

we have learned from the work the SEA has done over the last three years.

What has emerged from this work is a compelling view of the problem that actually puts real faces on these 

statistics and the numbers. The SEA has attempted to make sense of these complex and multi-dimensional 

challenges that result for those who need literacy services with issues relating to housing, health, workforce 

development, and economic development. Even more importantly, this document offers viable next steps which 

address these matters.

I firmly believe that this is a report worth reading.

C. Vannessa Spinner, Director
State Education Agency,  Adult Education & Family Literacy
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mORE ThAn OnE ThIRD Of D.C. ADULTs  
sTRUggLE wITh READIng.

these adults labor to accomplish routine 
tasks like reading a map or a bus schedule, 
filling out a job application, helping a 
child with homework, reading a medicine 
label, or making sense of a pay stub. 

These ordinary tasks can be daunting for the 170,620 
residents of the District of Columbia who are function-
ally illiterate. Even those with basic reading skills 
sometimes feel overwhelmed by the sheer volume  
of text and information bombarding them online,  
at work, or on signs when traveling to another  
city or town. 

Adults with low level reading and writing skills often 
think that all text is as important as a letter from the 
landlord because they cannot evaluate its importance. 
A low literate adult cannot do what proficient readers 
do automatically, which is to sift and sort text, 
dismissing that which is not relevant to them, their 
work, their families, or communities. 

Adults in the District, functioning at the lowest 
level of literacy, develop elaborate and creative ways 
to accomplish everyday tasks in spite of their poor 
reading skills. Low literate adults rely on friends and 
family members to be their reading eyes and writing 
hands. Many low literate adults have become adept at 
memorizing information. Others develop routines that 
allow them to avoid unfamiliar surroundings, such as 
a large shopping mall where they may need to consult  
a directory to locate a particular store. 

ThE LInks bETwEEn LOw LITERACY  
AnD POvERTY ARE sTROng. 
On average, the lower a person’s literacy level, the more 
likely the individual is to be struggling economically, 
often living below the poverty line. Studies show a 
direct relationship between low literacy and joblessness. 
Adults with poor reading and math skills are often 
trapped in low paying jobs that provide no benefits, and 
offer little opportunity for promotion. The long term 
consequences are low lifetime earnings, lack of home 
ownership, and frequent episodes with creditors. 

Introduction

POvERTY Is EXPEnsIvE. 
Poverty carries high costs. It costs poor mothers more 
to buy diapers, cereal, and laundry detergent at the 
corner store. A low income parent without a car cannot 
drive to a discount retailer to stock up on household 
items. A poor person must navigate more systems and 
understand more policies than a middle class person. 
A poor person must fill in more forms just to get the 
things a middle class person can accomplish online or 
on the phone in minutes such as purchasing a book, 
making an appointment, or refilling a prescription. A 
poor person spends more time getting to and from the 
meetings where he must fill out forms than a middle 
class person does. A poor person will take two buses 
to get downtown to see a caseworker even when the 

I would call my sister or 
somebody or anybody, a friend, 
and ask them  to read [a letter] to 
me and explain it to me.  
–TANF Recipient
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Metro is faster. This is because the bus is cheaper 
with a transfer, and even cheaper still if the meeting 
is finished in under an hour so the ride back home is 
done on the same transfer. 

ThERE ARE mAnY PAThs TO InCREAsED LITERACY, 
bUT mAnY ImPEDImEnTs As wELL. 
Job training programs exist in the city, but for the best 
jobs a high school diploma or its equivalent is essential. 
There are GED preparation programs, but they require 
the ability to read and perform basic mathematics at 
a level many low literate adults have not yet attained. 
There are adult basic education programs, but students 
often must balance their attendance and study time 
with family responsibilities or an uncertain or perhaps 
demanding work schedule. Also, most adult basic 
education programs are limited to students who are 
proficient in English. There are churches, schools, and 
other organizations that offer free English language 
instruction to new immigrants, but it takes time and 
costs money in bus or train fare to get there. At every 
step of the way, persistence and sacrifice are required.

LITERACY gAIns PAY Off. 
The benefits of adult literacy programs can be 
significant when the instruction is directly related 
to the person’s life and immediately useful in his or 
her role as worker, parent, and community member. 
A GED can mean the difference between living in 
poverty and stepping on the first educational rung 
toward living wage employment. The earning power 
of a GED grows over time, particularly when viewing 
the credential as a link to work and post-secondary 
opportunities. On average, acquiring a GED can earn 
the GED holder 15 percent more annually than those 
without a high school degree. One study found that 
five years after acquiring the GED, recipients earned 
$1,200 more per year. While this may not immediately 
catapult the recipient out of poverty, it can propel the 
GED holder into a new earning and learning bracket.1 

Family literacy programs can increase the literacy 
gains of parents and children.  In 1994, the National 
Center for Family Literacy reported that adults who 

The State of Adult Literacy in the District

stayed in a family literacy program for 150 hours 
increased their reading skills an average of 1.5 grade 
levels. Other compelling longitudinal research on 
literacy showed that children participating with 
their parents in family literacy programs grew up 
to have fewer criminal arrests, higher earnings, 
more accumulated wealth, and stronger marriages 
than a control group. Children continued to benefit 
throughout their educational careers.2

she would fill out just a 
regular application for 
me and I would take 
that with me. It was my 
cheat sheet and that’s 
what I had to do and 
right now that’s where 
I’m at. Looking for a  
job ain’t easy.
–High School Dropout
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Adult Literacy in the District of Columbia

Of ThE 469,000 D.C. REsIDEnTs  
AgE 16 AnD OLDER LIvIng In ThE 
DIsTRICT Of COLUmbIA TODAY,  
An EsTImATED 36 PERCEnT fUnCTIOn 
AT ThE LOwEsT LEvEL Of LITERACY.
That is more than 170,000 persons.  
The table below displays for each Ward  
the number and percent of adults in the 
District who function at the Level 1  
(Below Basic) literacy level. Although  
adults functioning at the lowest levels of 
literacy level are represented in all city 
wards, low literate adults are most likely to 
live in Wards 5, 7 and 8, with the highest 
percentages concentrated East of the 
Anacostia River. 

wARD 
nUmbER

TOTAL 
POPULATIOn

AgE 16+

EsT. # Of ADULTs
AT LEvEL 1

EsT. % Of 
ADULTs

AT LEvEL 1

1 61, ��� �6,769 ��.6%

� 61, 1�6 1�,��� �0.8%

� 66,7�1 �,��1 8.�%

� �9,�98 ��,11� ��.�%

� �9,01� �8,�69 �8.�%

6 �7,��6 �1,�8� �7.�%

7 ��,088 �6,7�� �0.�%

8 �7,60� ��,�78 �8.9%

total �69,0�1 170,6�0 �6.�%

Exhibit 1: Estimated Number and Percent of Adults at  
the NALs Level I Literacy by Ward

the 199� National Adult Literacy survey (NALs) was, 

at the time, the most comprehensive report on adult 

literacy in the United states ever produced. the 199� 

NALs, funded by the U.s. Department of Education, 

considered literacy as a continuum and measured it 

accordingly by assessing an adult’s ability to perform 

a wide array of reading and computational tasks 

that reflect the types of materials and demands they 

encounter in their daily lives. 

the National Center for Education statistics (NCEs), 

an Office within the U.s. Department of Education, 

conducted the �00� National Adult Assessment of 

Literacy (NAAL) and planned the research so that the 

resulting data could be compared to data from the 

199� NALs.  NCEs accomplished this by using nearly 

half of the 199� sample questions when constructing 

the �00� assessment. the NAAL also used the same 

sampling and data collection procedures as NALs to 

ensure that NAAL participants would be similar to 

those surveyed in 199�. the literacy scales are the 

same as those used in 199�:  prose, document, and 

quantitative. Finally, the 199� NALs data have been 

reanalyzed along the newly defined �00� NAAL 

performance levels. 

the NAAL �00� includes a health literacy 

component, the first-ever national assessment 

of adults’ ability to use their literacy skills in 

understanding health-related materials and forms.  

It also contains a prison component used to assess 

the literacy skills of adults incarcerated in state and 

federal prisons.  http://nces.ed.gov/naal 

The Relationship between nALs 1992 and nAAL 2003

Kairos Management, 2006 3
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Adult Literacy in the District of Columbia

whO ARE ThE APPROXImATELY 170,000 ADULT 
DIsTRICT Of COLUmbIA REsIDEnTs whO ARE  
AT ThE bELOw bAsIC LEvEL Of LITERACY 
The typical low literate adult is likely to have an 
income close to the poverty level, be older than 25 
with less than a high school diploma, and live in rental 
or subsidized housing. Their children are likely to 
attend low performing public schools in the District 
where they qualify for free or reduced price lunch.4 
Low literate adults in the District of Columbia also are 
disproportionately Black and Latino. 

ThERE ARE mAnY wAYs Of DEfInIng  
ADULT LITERACY. hOw A sTATE DEfInEs  
ADULT LITERACY OfTEn DETERmInEs hOw 
sERvICEs ARE DELIvERED. 
The National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) 
defines literacy as “using printed and written 
information to function in society, to achieve one’s 
goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and potential.”

Title II of the Economic Opportunity Act in 
1964 established a State Education Agency for 
Adult Education in each state and certain non-state 
jurisdictions such as the District of the Columbia 
and Puerto Rico. Adult literacy services with federal 
funding adhere to Title II of the Workforce Investment 
Act (WIA), Public Law 105-220, administered by 
the U.S. Department of Education. According to 
the Workforce Investment Act, eligibility for adult 
education services includes persons who fit any of the 
following criteria:

• are 16 years of age and older and not enrolled in 
school; 

• do not have basic education skills; 

• do not have a high school diploma or its 
equivalent; or

• need to improve their ability to speak, read, or 
write the English language. 

 

A literate adult has— 

186�  the ability to sign or mark one’s name. 

1900 the ability to do basic reading, writing   

 and calculations. 

19�0 the ability to read and write with  

 understanding a short simple  

 statement about one’s own life.

�000 the ability to use printed and written  

 information to function in society,  

 achieve one’s goals, and develop  

 one’s knowledge and potential. 

�006  Adequate information literacy, health  

 literacy, computer/digital literacy,  

 quantitative, and workplace literacy  

 to manage one’s life, health, and family. 

The Changing Definitions of Literacy

The District of Columbia has adopted the nationally 
developed “Equipped for the Future” (EFF) framework 
citywide. EFF is designed to answer the complex 
question: What do adults need to know and be able to 
do in order to carry out their roles and responsibilities 
as workers, parents and family members, and citizens 
and community members? In response, this frame-
work identifies functional literacy skills needed by each 
adult to operate effectively in these roles. Equipped 
for the Future is being implemented by SEA funded 
literacy providers, and professional development in 
its application is being provided city-wide for adult 
education practitioners to ensure that adult education 
programming impacts participants in real ways. 

Sources: NAAL 2003;  UNESCO’s International Literacy Statistics 
1950-2000. Smyth, 2005.
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Equipped for the Future (EFF) is a framework of 

content standards of functional literacy skills adults 

need. the EFF standards are categorized around  

four skill sets: 
• Communication skills 
• Decision-Making skills 
• Interpersonal skills 
• Lifelong Learning skills 

the sixteen standards that make up these 

categories have been identified through a careful 

research process that began by looking at the changes 

in adults’ daily lives. 

Building on research conducted in 1990 by the 

secretary of Labor’s Commission on Necessary skills 

(sCANs), the National Institute for Literacy engaged 

adults throughout the United states in a research 

effort aimed at “mapping” the critical responsibilities 

of family, civic, and work life. the sixteen core skills, 

grouped into four categories—Communication skills, 

Decision-Making skills, Interpersonal skills, and 

Lifelong Learning skills—constitute a foundation 

for success in coping with the complexities of 

contemporary life, fulfilling the varied responsibilities 

adults perform, and learning how to learn for the 

future.  http://eff.cls.utk.edu/

Equipped for the future (Eff)

The UDC State Education Agency, Adult Education & 
Family Literacy has broadened the U.S. Department 
of Education definition by combining it with the 
Equipped for the Future framework. The SEA defines 
literacy as an individual’s ability to read, write and 
speak in English and compute and solve problems at 
levels of proficiency necessary to: 

• get a job, retain employment, and advance in  
the workplace; 

• earn a livable wage in order to achieve self-
sufficiency; 

• effectively encourage and support their  
children’s success in school;

• use technology to access and act upon 
information;

• advocate for self and family in all life situations;

• manage one’s health; and

• participate fully in the democratic process.
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Adult Literacy in the District of Columbia

DATA On ADULT LITERACY LEvELs nATIOnwIDE 
wERE LAsT COLLECTED bY ThE nATIOnAL  
CEnTER fOR EDUCATIOn sTATIsTICs In  
2003 UsIng ThE nATIOnAL AssEssmEnT  
Of ADULT LITERACY (nAAL).
An initial NAAL report was released in 2005, but 
NAAL findings on local literacy levels have yet to be 
announced. A profile of adult literacy levels in the 
District of Columbia will be included in the NAAL 
state by state data report when it is released. NCES 
indicates that the results for the District of Columbia 
are not expected to be significantly different from 
the 1992 report. The NAAL is designed to measure 
functional English literacy. The assessment measures 
how adults use printed and written information 
to adequately function at home, in the workplace, 
and in the community. The assessment questions 
administered in the survey were designed to measure 
these three types of literacy: prose, document, and 
quantitative which measure a person’s ability to read 
and understand books, medicine labels, and balance 
a checkbook. The NAAL 2003 reports results on the 
same three literacy scales as used by NALS 1992 so  
that comparison data would be possible.

nAAL 2003 ThEn UsEs sCOREs On ThEsE  
ThREE sCALEs TO PLACE InDIvIDUALs In  
OnE Of fOUR LITERACY LEvELs:
Proficient, Intermediate, Basic, and Below Basic.  
The table on the right displays the Prose Literacy  
levels, performance descriptions for each Prose 
Literacy level, and the percent of U.S. adults at  
each literacy level. 

 
Literacy scale Used in the national Assessment 

of Adult Literacy (nAAL 2003):

the knowledge and skills needed to perform 

prose tasks, (i.e., to search, comprehend, and use 

continuous texts). Examples include editorials, 

news stories, brochures, and instructional 

materials. 

Document Literacy: the knowledge and 

skills needed to perform document tasks, (i.e., to 

search, comprehend, and use non-continuous 

texts in various formats). Examples include 

job applications, payroll forms, transportation 

schedules, maps, tables, and drug or food labels. 

Quantitative Literacy: the knowledge and 

skills required to perform quantitative tasks, (i.e., 

to identify and perform computations, either 

alone or sequentially, using numbers embedded 

in printed materials). Examples include balancing 

a checkbook, figuring out a tip, completing an 

order form or determining the amount. For more 

information, visit  http://nces.ed.gov/nAAL 

PROsE LITERACY
LEvELs

PERfORmAnCE 
DEsCRIPTIOns

PERCEnTAgE Of 
U.s. ADULTs

Proficient Can perform complex and 
challenging literacy activities.

1�%

Intermediate Can perform moderately 
challenging literacy activities.

��%

Basic Can perform simple and 
everyday literacy activities.

�9%

Below Basic Can perform no more than 
the most simple and concrete 

literacy skills

1�%

Exhibit 2: Percentage of Adults in Each Prose Literacy
Levels Nationwide from NAAL �00�

Source: htp//nces.ed.gov/NAAL
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Findings from the 2005 NAAL report tell us that—

• Several population groups were overrepresented 
in the Below Basic level. These groups include 
individuals who: 1) have not completed high 
school; 2) did not speak English when they 
entered high school; 3) are Black adults, Hispanic 
adults, or over the age of 65; 4) or who have 
multiple disabilities.  

• Average scores for prose and document literacy 
did not change significantly between 1992 and 
2003. Average scores for quantitative literacy 
showed a statistically significant, though not a 
dramatic, increase from 1992 to 2003.

• Black adults were the only group to show 
improved scores from 1992 to 2003 in all three 
literacy categories.

• Adults age 65 and over had the lowest literacy 
scores of any age group.

• Literacy scores increased among adults age 25 to 
39 and age 50 and older. Other age groups showed 
no statistical change from 1992 to 2003.6

Despite the District’s prosperity, and the opportun- 
ities generally associated with such growth, it is 
estimated that approximately 36 percent of D.C. 
adults continue to function at the Below Basic 
literacy level (NALS 1992, Level 1). 

Nationwide approximately 21 to 23 percent of adults 
are at the Below Basic level. These results were reported 
as findings of the NALS 1992 adult literacy survey.7 
The data are still generally accepted, since indirect 
measures, such as poverty levels and low high school 
graduation rates, which are strongly associated with 
poor literacy skills, suggest the persistence of low  
levels of literacy. 

Me, I want to get 
enough [money] so 
I can start my own 
business. I want my 
own business. 
–High School Dropout
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Adult Literacy in the District of Columbia

synthetic Estimates of Literacy

the National Adult Literacy survey (NALs) was a 

national survey conducted during 199� that measured 

the literacy levels of a random sample of nearly 

��,000 adults age 16 and over across the country.  

the NALs provided estimates of adult literacy levels 

for the U.s. as a whole.  to obtain estimates of adult 

literacy at the state and local levels, a statistical 

technique was developed under funding from the 

U.s. Department of Education to create “synthetic 

estimates” of literacy rates for small geographic 

areas. (the method for creating synthetic estimates is 

hereafter referred to as the “Reder method”, after the 

author of the study stephen Reder).  these synthetic 

estimates are statistical predictions of adult literacy 

levels in a small geographic area such as a county, 

based on known information about that area such as 

the education levels and employment rates of people 

in that area.

the Reder method began with the aggregation of 

NALs respondents into the counties in which they 

live.  this enabled the creation of county-level literacy 

estimates from the NALs data.  A statistical regression 

was used to predict county-level estimates based on 

1990 Census demographic and economic data from 

the county.  this model was then applied to Census 

data from counties not included in the NALs to yield 

the synthetic literacy estimates.

Using this approach, synthetic estimates of literacy 

were created for all (or most) U.s. counties.  However, 

because there are no counties within the District of 

Columbia, the only synthetic estimate for DC released 

by the Department of Education was for DC as a 

whole.  No such estimates were produced for sub-

divisions of the District such as Wards.

We constructed Ward-level estimates of low-

literacy rates for DC by applying the Reder method to 

Ward-level 1990 Census data.  specifically, we created 

estimates of the number and percentage of persons 

at Level 1 literacy and Level � literacy, and we created 

estimates of the mean literacy proficiency score.

Tabulating ward-Level Census Data

to obtain the Ward-level data required by the Reder 

method, we used the Census Bureau 1990 summary 

tape File � (stF �) data. the Census Bureau does 

not recognize Wards as geographic subdivisions, 

so there are no Ward indicators on the Census data.  

therefore we began with Census tract-level data, and 

aggregated those Census tracts into Wards.  the data 

that enabled a cross-walk from Census tracts to Wards 

was provided by researchers at the Urban Institute 

from a project called NeighborhoodInfo DC, which is 

a project of the Urban Institute and the Washington 

DC Local Initiatives support Corporation (LIsC). (see 

http://www.neighborhoodinfodc.org for more 

information.)
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IT Is DIffICULT TO ImAgInE hOw An  
InDIvIDUAL, gROwIng UP In ThE nATIOn’s 
CAPITAL, wITh ACCEss TO ThIRTEEn YEARs  
Of fREE PUbLIC EDUCATIOn, COULD gROw  
UP TO bE A fUnCTIOnALLY ILLITERATE ADULT. 
Many factors contribute to low adult literacy levels in 
the District of Columbia.

Social and other family factors that can interrupt 
a child’s learning with devastating consequences 
contribute to D.C.’s functional illiteracy rate. Some 
of the issues are: frequent absenteeism of school age 
children at school, an absent parent due to work or 
incarceration, the responsibility of caring for younger 
siblings so a parent can work, difficulty mastering 

material in school, undiagnosed learning disabilities, 
boredom, teenage pregnancy, and substance abuse 
of the custodial parent. Of course, there are many 
children and youth facing similar challenges who 
manage to succeed in school. And many others 
manage to find a way to complete their high school 
education at a later time. 

The lack of English language proficiency also 
contributes to D.C. illiteracy levels. The lack of at 
least a moderate ability to communicate in English 
is a serious impediment to finding and holding a job. 
Between 1990 and 2000, the District of Columbia’s 
population of persons who speak English “not well”  
or “not at all” increased from 2.6 percent to 4.4  
percent with the increases concentrated in Wards 1 
and 4, as well as a slight increase in Ward 2. Based on 
U.S. Census Bureau data from 2000, 8 percent  
of persons age 18-64 speak English less than “very 
well” for a total of 31,000 persons. Another 4 percent 
speak English “not well” or “not at all” for an 
additional 17,000 persons.8

A major factor contributing to the District’s low 
literacy levels is the failure of students to complete a 
high school education. Currently, more than 100,000 
District residents lack a high school diploma or 
equivalency credential. Of these adults, 85,000 are age 
25 and over. An additional 25,000 persons are under 
25 and have not completed a high school education or 
the equivalent and are not enrolled in school. Thus, 
about 110,000 District residents need a high school 
credential, either a GED, or a regular high school 
diploma.9

Several population groups are overrepresented in the 
Below Basic level nationally. For example, 55 percent of 
adults with below basic prose literacy did not graduate 
from high school, compared to 15 percent of adults in 
the general population. This means that adults who do 
not graduate from high school are nearly four times 
more likely to have below basic literacy skills than 
their peers in the general population who do graduate.  
Moreover, Hispanic adults who make up only 13 
percent of the population represent 39 percent of  
those performing in the below basic level.10 
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The Impact of Low Levels of Adult Literacy

A functionally illiterate adult struggles each day with 
ordinary tasks. A parent with low literacy skills may 
be unable to read a note from her child’s teacher. A 
father with poor reading skills may need to ask his 
child for help in filling out a job application. A worker 
may go to his job each day fearing he will make an 
embarrassing error doing the simple arithmetic the 
job requires. A mother may be unable to determine the 
correct dosage of medication for her infant child. This 
inability to navigate the text-laden world and perform 
necessary computations has frustrating and dangerous 
implications for the well being of low literate adults 
and those under their care.

hIgh POvERTY RATEs gO hAnD In  
hAnD wITh LOw LITERACY LEvELs.
Not only are adults who perform at low literacy levels 
more likely than the general population to live in 
poverty, children who are born and raised in families 
living in poverty are more likely as adults to perform at 
low literacy levels. In 2003, approximately 43 percent 
of adults who performed at the lowest literacy level 
(Level I, Below Basic) on all three literacy scales (prose, 
document, and quantitative) were living in poverty.11 

More than 20 percent of District of Columbia 
residents live below the federal poverty line, including 
35 percent of children under eighteen years of age,12 
yet the average income of the highest income quintile 
is 31 times the average income of the lowest income 
quintile.13 Nationally, poverty rates are highest for 
families headed by single women, particularly if they 
are black or Hispanic. In the District of Columbia, 34 
percent of persons with low English proficiency who 
are non high school graduates live below the poverty 
level. Another six percent live at less than 26 percent 
above the poverty level. The poverty index in 2004 for 
a single mother of two children was $15,219. 14 Even 
with food stamps and subsidized housing, it is very 
difficult for a single mother at the poverty level to 
make ends meet for her two children.15

how Poverty Thresholds Are Calculated 

the United states determines the official poverty rate 

using poverty thresholds issued each year by the U.s. 

Census Bureau. these poverty thresholds then inform 

the poverty guidelines which establish the eligibility 

criteria for certain programs such as Head start and 

the Food stamp Program. the threshold represents 

the annual amount of cash income minimally required 

to support families of various sizes. the methodology 

used for calculating thresholds was developed in 

the 1960s and has not been changed since then. the 

official poverty rates are updated each year using 

the Consumer Price Index. However, the overall 

calculations still rely on data from the 19�� Household 

Food Consumption survey. the Office of Management 

and Budget, statistical Policy Directive No. 1�, 

Definition of Poverty for statistical Purposes, May 1978 

specifically states that, “the official poverty thresholds 

do not vary geographically.” 
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EmPLOYmEnT AnD EARnIngs ARE 
DIRECTLY TIED TO An InDIvIDUAL’s 
EDUCATIOnAL ATTAInmEnT. 
This is documented nationally and has 
pronounced consequences in the nation’s 
capital, which has a true knowledge-based 
economy. In the District of Columbia where 
47 percent of the jobs require a college or 
advanced degree compared to just 26 percent 
of the jobs nationally, individuals without  
a high school diploma or GED credential are 
at a severe disadvantage in the marketplace. 
They are confined to low wage jobs that  
may be hourly and seasonal and often  
without benefits. 

A Brown University study found that GED 
holders earn five to 25 percent more than 
school dropouts who do not get a GED; on 
average, GED holders earn 15 percent more 
than dropouts five years after acquiring 
the GED. The GED seems to benefit low-
skilled recipients the most. The U.S. Census 
Bureau reports even higher gains, on average 
27 percent for GED/High School Diploma 
holders, compared to those without.15 

fAmILY TYPE DEsCRIPTIOn POvERTY 
ThREshOLD

single Individual Under 6� years $9,8�7

6� years & older $9,060

single Parent One child $1�,0�0

two children $1�,�19

two Adults No children $1�, 6�9

One child $1�,�0�

two children $19,1�7

three children $��,���

Exhibit 3: �00� Poverty thresholds by selected  
Family types

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance 
Coverage in the United States: 2004, Report p.60, n. 229,  
p. 45. National Poverty Center, http://www.npc.umich.edu/poverty/ 

EDUCATIOn LEvEL InCOmE

No High school Diploma or GED $��,�00

High school Diploma or GED $�0,08�

some college, no degree $��,160

Associate Degree $�7,�8�

Bachelor Degree $��,��6

Exhibit 4: Average Yearly Income of All Workers  
Age �� or More: �000 Census

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2004, http://www.hecb.wa.gov/paying/collegecosts/
collegecostsindex.asp

Yeah, for me and my 
kids because I always 
tell them that they can 
do anything they want 
to do, be what they 
want to be as long as 
they finish school. 
–Single Mother 
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The Impact of Low Levels of Adult Literacy

ThE D.C. ChAmbER Of COmmERCE EsTImATEs 
ThAT bETwEEn 2000 AnD 2005 ThE DIsTRICT Of 
COLUmbIA LOsT A POTEnTIAL $107 mILLIOn In 
InCOmE TAX REvEnUE AnnUALLY fOR LACk Of 
QUALIfIED jOb APPLICAnTs.
During those five years the District of Columbia 
experienced a growth of 30,000 jobs. Based on its 
job share at the time, this should have resulted in an 
increase of 9000 new jobs for D.C. residents. However, 
during the five year period, the number of employed 
D.C. residents decreased by 13,000. This represents a 
total loss of 22,000 jobs for city residents. In 2005, each 
job that moved from D.C. to Maryland or Virginia 
cost the District nearly $81,000. A loss to the District 
of 22,000 jobs means an estimated loss of nearly $1.8 
billion in personal income to city residents and an 
estimated loss of income tax revenue of more than 
$100 million.16

LITERACY Is InTERgEnERATIOnAL.  
ThE fOUnDATIOns Of LITERACY ARE  
PAssED fROm PAREnTs TO ChILDREn.
Interactions between parents and their children during 
the early years establish dispositions and attitudes 
toward learning that can last a lifetime. Parents who 
love reading pass this on to their children directly and 
indirectly. Children who grow up with books at home 
or regular trips to the library learn to value books. A 
child’s literacy level correlates strongly with the level of 
education the parent has achieved. In fact, a mother’s 
educational level is the best predictor of the child’s 
educational attainment.

Adults in family literacy programs experienced 
personal growth and social development as well as 
academic gain.In family literacy programs children 
and parents make significant literacy leaps—together. 
Not only that, but by reversing the documented 
generational patterns of illiteracy, any family literacy 
gains become exponential. In short, the family that 
learns together, learns more. 

When parents had more experience with books, 
they selected books for their children and passed 
along their reading strategies. Parents reported that 

 

high school Completion and Earning Power:  

A new Analysis of Longitudinal Data 

Using data from the National Education Longitud-

inal study of 1988 (NELs:88), the National Center 

for Education statistics reports that, of students 

who were eighth graders in 1988 but who left 

school without graduating by 199�, more than half 

completed a high school diploma or alternative 

credential by August �000. the study compared 

the economic outcomes of those who earned their 

high school diploma and graduated on time (�-year 

completers), those who left school but earned a 

high school diploma or an alternative credential 

within two years after August 199� (�- to 6-year 

completers), those who earned a diploma or an 

alternative credential after August 199� and before 

August �000 (later completers), and those who had 

not earned either a diploma or other high school 

credential by August �000 (non-completers). the 

study found that eight years after graduation the 

on-time completers on average earned 19 percent 

more per year than the �- to 6-year completers, �� 

percent more than the later completers, and 16.� 

percent more than the non-completers. Whether 

a late completer earned a regular high school 

diploma or an alternative credential appeared to 

make little difference in average annual earnings.

Among all workers, both part time and full time, 

high school graduates earned �7 percent more than 

non high school graduates. Further, high school 

graduates with some college earned 6� percent 

more than non high school graduates. 
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family literacy programs met more of their needs than 
the traditional adult education program. Because of 
this, the programs retained the adults long enough to 
make gains.

ChILDREn ALsO PROvIDE mOTIvATIOn fOR ThEIR 
PAREnTs TO ImPROvE ThEIR LITERACY skILLs. 
In a report titled “Reading Between the Lines,” 
commissioned by the UDC State Education Agency, 
Adult Education & Family Literacy and prepared 
by Symphonic Strategies, adult learners who were 

I have a friend who has 
children and she wants 
to study. But because 
she doesn’t have a place 
to leave them, she can’t 
come here. If she had a 
place to leave them, she 
would have time  
to study. 
–Single Mother

interviewed reported that the role of children is 
critical for adult learning and persistence. For many 
respondents, particularly the women, children were a 
source of motivation, inspiration, and support. Many 
participants in adult basic education programs, when 
asked what has motivated them to seek a program, 
report that they want to be able to help their children 
with homework.

The challenge for a single female household to 
participate in adult education classes looms large. She 
is the average adult learner in D.C. and is a woman 
of color (17–30 years of age) with two children. Her 
highest grade of completion is the ninth grade. She is 
a member of the working poor with limited income, 
fragile housing, limited healthcare, and limited 
transportation. She needs to be able to “go to school” 
in the evening or early in the morning.

mORE AnD mORE ChILDREn In ThE  
DIsTRICT Of COLUmbIA ARE bEIng  
RAIsED bY gRAnDPAREnTs.   
There are many reasons why grandparents step in to 
raise their grandchildren; parents may become absent 
or unable to care for their own children because of 
substance abuse, incarceration, death, mental illness, 
HIV/AIDs or military deployment. 

Nationally, just over six percent of children live with 
a grandparent as the head of household. In the District, 
8,183 grandparents report that they head households 
that include grandchildren, but do not include the 
children’s parents.17 About 14.5 percent of all D.C. 
children—16,723 children—live in households headed 
by a grandparent. The percentage of children younger 
than eighteen living with their grandparent in the 
District is among the highest in the nation. 

Grandparent caregivers, the majority of whom are 
female, are 60 percent more likely to live in poverty 
than grandparents not raising grandchildren. In  
some cases, custodial grandparents may not have  
legal custody of their grandchildren, complicating  
the ability to make medical decisions, to enroll 
children in school, and to secure benefits for which 
they are eligible.
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Responding to the Problem: 

“In ThE UnITED sTATEs, LImITED LITERACY  
skILLs ARE A sTROngER PREDICTOR Of An 
InDIvIDUAL’s hEALTh sTATUs ThAn AgE, 
|InCOmE, EmPLOYmEnT sTATUs, EDUCATIOn 
LEvEL, AnD RACIAL OR EThnIC gROUP.”
A study of the ability of patients at two public hospitals 
found that one third of patients who spoke English 
could not read the basic health materials they were 
given, 42 percent could not understand instructions 
for taking medication on an empty stomach, 26 
percent were unable to decipher the written time and 
date of their next appointment, and 60 percent could 
not understand the terms contained in an informed 
consent document. Clearly, low literacy skills of 
parents represent a health risk both to themselves, 
their children, and to others for whom they care. 

Nearly a decade ago (1998), the National Academy 
on an Aging Society estimated that low literacy skills 
increased annual health care expenditures in the 
United States by $73 billion each year. 

ThE sTATE EDUCATIOn AgEnCY fOR ADULT 
EDUCATIOn & fAmILY LITERACY Is DEsIgnATED 
bY ThE U.s. DEPARTmEnT Of EDUCATIOn TO 
RECEIvE AnD RE-gRAnT fEDERAL fUnDs TO 
COmmUnITY-bAsED ORgAnIzATIOns ThAT 
PROvIDE ADULT AnD fAmILY LITERACY sERvICEs 
TO REsIDEnTs Of ThE DIsTRICT Of COLUmbIA. 
In 1998, the City Council of the District of Columbia 
legislatively transferred the State Education Agency to 
the University of the District of Columbia where it now 
resides. This was done to align adult basic education 
more closely with post-secondary education and 
workforce development. 

The State Education Agency (SEA) operates within 
the provisions of the Adult Education and Family 
Literacy Act, Title II of the Workforce Investment Act 
of 1998, P.L. 105-220. The SEA exists to (1) assist adults 
to become literate and obtain the knowledge and skills 
necessary for employment and self-sufficiency, (2) 
assist adults who are parents to obtain the educational 
skills necessary to become full partners in the 
educational development of their children; and (3) 

assist adults in the completion of a secondary school 
education. The SEA’s grant making responsibility 
extends to both designated federal funds and to locally 
appropriated funds for adult education. 

The SEA’s mandate includes the following 
responsibilities: 

• Re-granting funds strategically across a network 
of program providers to expand adult and family 
literacy services;

• Establishing standards and a monitoring system 
that is implemented across the network of funded 
and non-funded program providers; 

• Establishing a system of quality control that 
fosters, manages, promotes, and develops the 
network of program providers by delivering 
professional development opportunities and 
technical assistance; and

• Collecting, analyzing, and reporting data on adult 
education and family literacy. 
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The Role of the State Education Agency

ThE UDC sTATE EDUCATIOn AgEnCY fOR  
ADULT EDUCATIOn mAkEs gRAnT AwARDs  
TO COmmUnITY-bAsED ORgAnIzATIOns  
TO PROvIDE LITERACY sERvICEs TO ADULTs  
AnD fAmILIEs. 
In fiscal year 2003, the SEA granted funds totaling 
slightly less than $4 million to 20 community-based 
organizations operating in every quadrant in the 
District of Columbia and offering classes in adult 
basic education, adult secondary education, GED 
preparation, English as a Second Language, workforce 
readiness, and workplace literacy. By 2005, with the 
infusion of nearly $3 million in new funds from the 
Adult Literacy Initiative, the SEA made grants to 30 
community-based organizations delivering services to 
more than 7000 D.C. adults.

In addition to the SEA-funded grantees, a large 
number of other organizations, primarily small 
nonprofit and faith-based organizations operating on 
funds from other sources, also offer adult literacy and 
employment services. Together, these programs make 
up a loosely linked “network of service providers” 
whose members deliver adult and family literacy 
services to District residents. This network of service 
providers is fostered by the SEA, which provides 
leadership, coordination, training, and technical 
assistance to the core projects it funds, while also 
responding within the limits of its resources to the 
development requests of other network participants.      

In the summer of 2004, the SEA and the network 
of service providers became key participants in the 
Mayor’s Adult Literacy Initiative undertaking a 
challenge to triple within three years the number adult 
learners served in the District of Columbia. 

I get frustrated 
when I can’t help 
my kids, I get really 
frustrated. I feel 
really bad.
–High School Dropout
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Creating and Pursuing a Shared Vision

On AUgUsT 5, 2004, fORmER mAYOR Of ThE 
DIsTRICT Of COLUmbIA, AnThOnY A. wILLIAms, 
wITh ThE sUPPORT Of A nUmbER Of CORPORATE 
AnD PhILAnThROPIC LEADERs LAUnChED ThE 
ADULT LITERACY InITIATIvE. 
The Initiative was announced as a $20 million, three-
year program “to help at least 10,000 additional 
District residents achieve their learning goals.” In this 
document, the Mayor’s Adult Literacy Initiative will be 
referred to as the D.C. Adult Literacy Initiative. 

The target population for this initiative has been 
the estimated 36 percent of D.C. adults who are 
labeled functionally illiterate. Within this broad low 
literacy spectrum, the D.C. Adult Literacy Initiative 
places a special focus on five categories, namely: new 
immigrants; single female heads of household; youths 
17 to 24 who do not have a diploma or the equivalent 
and who are not in school; grandparents caring for 
their grandchildren; and ex offenders. 

ThE ADULT LITERACY InITIATIvE Is A 
COLLAbORATIvE vEnTURE wITh shARED 
sTRATEgIEs AnD gOALs.
The work of the D.C. Adult Literacy Initiative is carried 
out by two organizational components working in 
collaboration. The State Education Office serves as 
oversight agent for the overall initiative funding, 
convenes a group that coordinates the efforts of 
the participating organizations and individuals, 
and establishes policy direction for the District of 
Columbia. The State Education Agency for Adult 
Education, located at the University of the District of 
Columbia, is responsible for awarding competitive 
grants to adult literacy service provider organizations; 
for coordinating and assisting grantees; for funding 
innovative strategies, developing new partnerships, 
and strengthening the service provider network; and 
for publicly reporting on progress. 

From the outset, implementation of the D.C. Adult 
Literacy Initiative is organized around five general 
strategies. These include 1) increasing access to 
services, 2) focusing on service gaps, 3) making the 
most of available resources, 4) building powerful 

infrastructure and relationships, and 5) expanding the 
service base. Each strategy is briefly described below.

InCREAsIng ACCEss.
A central focus of the D.C. Adult Literacy Initiative is 
to increase the number of adult students participating 
in literacy programs. The Adult Literacy Initiative 
is the city’s response to a discouraging trend. In the 
three-year period from Fiscal Years 2001 through 
2003, the number of participants in adult literacy 
programs funded by the State Education Agency for 
Adult Education, with its shrinking budget, decreased 
annually, from 3667 in 2001 to 3170 in 2003. With the 
infusion of additional funding under the umbrella of 
the Initiative, the number served in 2004 rose to a total 
of nearly 6000 adult learners.

In 2005, with the help of the Initiative, the number 
of adult literacy students served with public funds, 
both local and federal, was increased again, this time 
to more than 7000. In 2006, the number of adults who 
received services increased to more than 10,000. This 
is more than triple the number being served before 
the Initiative began. Yet, it still represents less than 12 
percent of the 85,000 D.C. adults generally considered 
to be most in need of literacy services. 

fOCUsIng On sERvICE gAPs. 
Another strategy of the Adult Literacy Initiative is to 
better tailor programs to the needs of those seeking 
services. The demand for certain types of services far 
outstrips the capacity of current program providers to 
deliver, and many services in particular areas of the 
city regularly have waiting lists, sometimes of a year or 
more. The Initiative has increased the number being 
served by creating new programs, such as Lifelong 
Learning Centers, in areas of high need such as Wards 
7 and 8 and by strategically placing Lifelong Learning 
Coaches in selected city agencies.
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mAkIng ThE mOsT Of AvAILAbLE REsOURCEs.
Relying on a strategy of collaborative planning 
supported by sound data and followed by newly 
funded cooperative action, the Initiative has been  
able to demonstrate important early successes.

Accomplishments to date include: 1) funding 
in FY06 of outcomes-based programs operated by 
existing service providers for an increase of 50 percent 
in available slots; 2) establishing six lifelong learning 
centers at strategic locations in Wards 4, 5, 7, and 8; 3) 
initiating training and development of adult literacy 
providers for city-wide literacy standards; 4) recruiting 
and assigning 20 Lifelong Learning Coaches to 
strengthen the city-wide literacy efforts; and 5) making 
sixteen competitive awards of non-federal funds 
combined with 27 continuing competitive federal 
block grants to serve 10,000 adult literacy students. 

Lifelong Learning Coaches 

Lifelong Learning Coaches (LLCs) are individuals 

selected for a year long fellowship to help D.C. 

organizations grow the capacity of their adult  

and/or family literacy services. the Coaches are 

expected to be dynamic, resourceful, creative, and 

tech-savvy “literacy leaders” able to help agencies  

and organizations develop new or refine existing  

adult and family literacy programs. the Lifelong 

Learning Coaches were a strategy of the D.C. Adult/

Family Literacy Initiative to expand capacity that  

would continue to be funded by the Initiative. 

Coaches: 

• serve as a professional resource to D.C.  
agencies and community-based 
organizations through the collection and 
sharing of current research, best practices, 
and other data pertaining to adult/family 
literacy; 

• recruit, supervise, and train volunteers; 

* provide adult basic education, GED, and/or  
EsL instruction; and 

• assist in the development and delivery of 
the annual city-wide Read Out Loud literacy 
awareness campaign.

 

Lifelong Learning Centers 

Lifelong Learning Centers are established in 

D.C. government agencies or in partnership with 

D.C. government agencies that provide ancillary 

services to adult learners. Listed below are six 

examples of Lifelong Learning Centers, each staffed 

by a Lifelong Learning Coach. since �00�, the 

Initiative has partnered with D.C. agencies to place 

Lifelong Learning Centers in strategic locations, 80 

percent  of which are in city designated hotspots. 
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The State Education Agency also is assembling a  
portfolio of web-based software to constitute an  
online learning suite that will be available to District 
residents and accessible anytime anywhere. The 
SEA has purchased a statewide license for software 
so that D.C. residents can access the technology tool 
at a number of locations, including homes, schools, 
community-based organizations, adult education 
centers, and libraries. Central to this suite is PLATO, a 
computer-assisted learning tool. More than 2,500 adult 
learners enrolled in PLATO in the first year it  
was made available by the SEA. 

Availability of Literacy Coaches has provided energy, 
leadership, and strong connections among adult 
literacy providers across the city. Coaches have been 
placed in adult education programs, recreation centers, 
and lifelong learning centers, as well as in other D.C. 
agencies such as the Department of Employment 
Services (DOES) One-Stop Centers and the Income 
Maintenance Administration’s lifelong learning center.

bUILDIng POwERfUL InfRAsTRUCTURE  
AnD RELATIOnshIPs.
The Initiative continues to increase the city’s service 
capacity by annually adding to the number of adult 
learners who can be served, creating new partnerships, 
establishing additional lifelong learning centers, 
placing additional literacy coaches, providing staff 
development for service providers, and selecting and 
preparing to install a new web-based management 
information and data reporting system to link  
literacy providers with one another and with the  
State Education Agency.

EXPAnDIng ThE sERvICE bAsE. 
In order to more fully respond to the serious long-term 
challenge resulting from persistently low adult literacy 
levels in the District of Columbia, the Adult Literacy 
Initiative has concentrated on building partnerships 
with community, government, and corporate entities.

whEn ThE D.C. ADULT LITERACY InITIATIvE 
bEgAn, ThE fOLLOwIng wERE LIsTED As 
AnTICIPATED fY 2007 OUTCOmEs. 

• The pass rate for the General Educational 
Development Credential will increase from  
43 percent to 60 percent.

• There will be a 10 percent increase in literacy 
services city-wide within two years.

• There will be a 30 percent increase in literacy 
services east of the Anacostia River within  
five years.

• There will be a 25 percent increase in family 
literacy services.

• There will be a 50 percent improvement on all 
major performance measures. 

• Seventy-five (75) percent of state supported 
literacy providers will be linked through a 
Management Information System (MIS). 

ThE CITY hAs InvEsTED A TOTAL, fROm LOCAL, 
fEDERAL, AnD PRIvATE sOURCEs, Of $20 mILLIOn  
In ThE LITERACY InITIATIvE OvER ThE ThREE-
YEAR PERIOD fROm 2004 TO 2007.
Private sector partners, for example, include the 
Fannie Mae Foundation, McKissack and McKissack, 
Comcast Cable Communications, and Verizon. These 
and other partnerships have raised more than four 
million dollars in private sector support, as well as 
$1.5 million in in-kind private sector contributions to 
literacy efforts associated with the Initiative.

In 2006, funding for adult literacy in the District 
of Columbia totaled $6.1 million. Of this total, $1.5 
million came from federal funds, $1.64 million came 
from local appropriations in the form of matching 
funds, and $2.96 million was designated for the Mayor’s 
Initiative. Funding for the Initiative has included public, 
foundation and corporate sources. More than $6 
million in public funds is included in the 2007 budget. 

Creating and Pursuing a Shared Vision
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ThE EnD Of ThE ThREE YEAR PERIOD  
EnvIsIOnED fOR ThE D.C. ADULT LITERACY 
InITIATIvE Is fAsT APPROAChIng, AnD IT Is  
TImE TO bEgIn LOOkIng TOwARD ThE fUTURE.
Participants in the Initiative have much to show 
for their efforts and can be proud of the results. 
Performance so far against the anticipated  
outcomes include:

• An increase in the total learners served by the 
UDC State Education Agency service provider 
grantees from 3226 in 2003 to more than 7000 in 
2005. This is an increase in the number of adult 
learners served of more than 200 percent.

• An increase in the total number of GED 
credentials awarded from 511 in 2004 to 569  
in 2005. 

• An increase in the GED pass rate from  
43 percent to 57 percent in 2005.

• A 50 percent increase in literacy service providers 
east of the Anacostia River. 

• A web-based Management Information System 
links 100 percent of the SEA-funded adult literacy 
service providers.

While the dedicated efforts of the many staff and 
volunteers of the 30 publicly funded adult education 
providers in the District of Columbia, as well as 
the efforts of many grassroots organizations, have 
enriched the opportunities and accomplishments of 
those they serve, there appears to be little statistical 
change over time in the District’s overall literacy  
levels. Nevertheless, the D.C. Adult Literacy Initiative 
has demonstrated that with coordinated joint effort, 
added resources, and renewed enthusiasm it is possible 
within a short time to boost participation, program 
quality, and results.

However, placed in the context of the large 
number of low literacy adults who are still without 
services; on waiting lists; or yet to be recruited, these 
accomplishments are only a small beginning. Services 
still are reaching only a small portion of the 36 percent 
of D.C. residents who are at the lowest level of literacy. 
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Capitalizing on Opportunities in a Changing City

In LOOkIng TOwARD ThE fUTURE IT Is 
ImPORTAnT TO ACknOwLEDgE sEvERAL 
ImPORTAnT InITIATIvEs UnDERwAY In ThE 
DIsTRICT ThAT hAvE ThE POTEnTIAL TO 
sTREngThEn AnD InCREAsE ACCEss TO  
ADULT sERvICEs.
This, in turn, can lead to increased job opportunities, 
improved standard of living, and more satisfying lives 
for low literacy learners. For example: 

ThE DIsTRICT Of COLUmbIA Is OnE Of  
ThE sEvEn fOUnDIng sTATEs PILOTIng  
ThE “wORk READInEss CREDEnTIAL.”
The Work Readiness Credential reflects the compo-
nents of the Equipped for the Future Framework 
and offers an additional way to measure and certify 
D.C. residents’ readiness for employment. The Work 
Readiness Credential certifies that holders entering  
the workplace can perform critical entry level  
tasks, including:

• Taking responsibility for completing work 
accurately, on time, and to a high standard  
of quality.

• Monitoring the quality of one’s own work. 

• Working in teams to achieve mutual goals  
and objectives.

The Work Readiness Credential also will provide 
evidence that individuals possess the communication 
skills, interpersonal skills, decision-making skills, and 
life-long learning skills needed for entry-level jobs. 
This additional credential is a very important hiring 
tool for employers because it provides evidence that a 
holder has met a basic standard of demonstrated skills 
needed to succeed on the job. The Credential, which is 
national and transportable, became available to adult 
literacy learners in the District of Columbia in 2007. 

Efforts are underway that make it possible to co-
locate adult literacy programs and job training and 
placement services in certain mixed income housing 
developments.

ThE PUbLIC LIbRARY sYsTEm In ThE DIsTRICT  
Of COLUmbIA Is COmmITTED TO EXPAnDIng  
ITs ROLE In sERvIng ADULTs wITh LOw 
LITERACY skILLs. 
Although differences in approach exist, there is a 
general consensus regarding the need to upgrade  
D.C. libraries, add to their technology capabilities,  
and design and build a new central library. Libraries  
ought to be an integral part of the literacy system. 
In planning for library renovations, consideration 
should be given to having branch libraries serve 
as access points for the larger literacy system with 
computers dedicated to adult learning. This  
would make it possible for library patrons to take 
advantage of the SEA’s online learning suite of  
web-based software.

PUbLIC ChARTER sChOOLs OffER A vERY vIAbLE 
ALTERnATIvE fOR EXPAnDED ADULT sERvICEs  
AT An ADEQUATE fUnDIng LEvEL. 
Four existing public charter schools have a mission to 
serve adult students with literacy programs, alternative 
high school diploma programs, and employment 
training. Current legislation permits the establishment 
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and public funding of charter schools in the District of 
Columbia to serve adult students who are 
D.C. residents. 

Carlos Rosario Public Charter School, chartered 
in 1998, provides programs in English as a Second 
Language, citizenship knowledge, and preparation 
for the General Educational Development (GED) 
Diploma. Many Carlos Rosario students are Latino, 
though the entire student body is from 46 countries 
and speaks 19 different languages. In school year  
2006-2007, Carlos Rosario Public Charter School  
has an audited enrollment of 1290 D.C. resident  
adult students. 

Booker T. Washington Public Charter School, 
chartered in 1999, focuses its adult program on helping 
students achieve high school proficiency by earning 
a GED and gaining the skills training needed for 
employment and advancement in construction and 
technical trades. In 2006-2007, Booker T. Washington 
serves 38 adult students. 

The Education Strengthens Families Public Charter 
School, chartered in 2006, focuses on family literacy, 
with a mission “to provide high quality education 
for adults and children.” The Education Strengthens 
Children PCS enrolled 108 adult students in  
2006-2007. 

The Latin American Youth Center’s Youth Build 
Public Charter School, chartered in 2005, serves youth 
and young adults age 16 to 24 who left high school 

without graduating. The school provides a curriculum 
that combines academics with vocational training, 
employability skill building, and community service 
to prepare students for college and the workplace. In 
its second year of operation, the school in 2006-2007 
enrolled enrolled 24 adult students as well as 38 school 
age youth. In addition to GED and vocational training, 
Youth Build intends in the future to add a regular 
academic high school diploma program for adult 
students who desire it. 

LInkIng LITERACY DIRECTLY TO wORkfORCE 
Both the SEA and the University of the District of 
Columbia have been working closely with the D.C. 
Workforce Investment Council (WIC), the D.C. 
Department of Employment Services and the D.C. 
Chamber of Commerce to support a citywide plan 
for workforce development. This plan includes adult 
basic education services as the beginning of that 
continuum. The University president serves on the 
Workforce Investment Council, and the WIC is a key 
member of the Literacy Stakeholder Group organized 
by the Initiative to develop policies and benchmarks.
Adult basic education must be built into workforce 
development efforts to facilitate a seamless continuum 
of service from adult basic through adult advanced 
that coincides with consistent pairing of occupational 

content areas and certifications. 
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The Need for Challenging Longer Term Goals

whILE ThE CURREnT EffORTs Of ThE D.C.  
ADULT LITERACY InITIATIvE wILL ImPROvE 
OPPORTUnITIEs fOR mAnY ADULTs, ThEsE 
EffORTs DO nOT COmE CLOsE TO sATIsfYIng  
ThE EXIsTIng AnD POTEnTIAL DEmAnD  
fOR sERvICEs. 
This is evidenced by the extensive waiting lists 
experienced by most adult literacy service providers,  
as well as the latent demand of the many adults who 
need services but lack the self- confidence and sense  
of urgency to seek services. The number of D.C. adults 
most in need, most willing to seek services, and most 
likely to benefit has been estimated to be as many as 
85,000 residents, or about half of the 36 percent of  
DC citizens in the lowest literacy level. This means  
that although the Literacy Initiative has increased  
the number of adults receiving services by 300  
percent, it has touched less than 12 percent of  
the target population. 

ThIs mEAns ThERE ARE sTILL  
vERY LARgE ChALLEngEs AhEAD.
There is a challenge to find the resources needed to 
continue serving a population of adult learners that 
has tripled in size, moving them to performance 
levels that enable them to improve the prospects for 
themselves and their families through improved 
employment, increased earnings, family stability, 
and civic participation. There is a challenge to greatly 
expand access to services in order to reach the many 
thousands of low literacy adults not now receiving 
services, including those who have not yet been 
motivated to seek services. There is also a challenge to 
get better results by continuing to improve curriculum, 
by expanding training for adult literacy and job 
skills teachers, and by creating clearer pathways from 
literacy credentials to job training to work experience 
and to job advancement.

Once this program is over and I have completed 
and got my GED my next step is to go to college.
–TANF Recipient
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Thought Experiment 

A thought experiment is an attempt to solve a 

problem using the power of human imagination. 

these experiments are used to attempt to understand 

something about the universe. such an experiment 

is an attempt to conceive the consequences of an 

intervention in the world without actually intervening.  

thought experiments have been used to pose 

questions in philosophy since Greek antiquity; a 

famous example is Plato’s cave. 

Direct and Indirect Effects as Conducted  

in the Thought Experiment

Research conducted in Literacy and the Labor 

Force found significant impacts on a person’s labor 

force variables resulting from a 60 point increase 

in a person’s mean literacy score. In conducting the 

thought experiment on the District of Columbia, 

researchers have applied the research from that 

report and the data on D.C. literacy to calculate direct 

and indirect effects.

two impacts occur with an increase in a person’s 

mean literacy score, one direct, the other indirect.  

the direct effect is the immediate impact on labor 

market outcomes (e.g., employment, earnings) that 

results from increased literacy. the indirect effect 

results from a two-step process. First, improved 

literacy has a positive impact on educational 

attainment. second, improved educational attain-

ment will have a positive impact on labor market 

outcomes. the direct effect could be considered to  

be short-term, and indirect effect could be considered 

to be long-term, due to the additional time that would 

be required to increase educational attainment.

ThE TImE hAs COmE TO LOOk bEYOnD 
InCREmEnTAL nEAR TERm gOALs.   
Long term planning, goals and commitments are 
needed if the problem of adult literacy is to be 
seriously addressed. Engaging in long term strategic 
planning, establishing long term goals, and eliciting 
strong and lasting commitments require the joint 
efforts of government, business, civic and grass roots 
organizations, and, most important, the public.
Suppose city leaders were to ask the question,  
“What do citizens of the District of Columbia have 
a reasonable right to expect over the next decade 
in terms of adult literacy levels and workforce 
development?” One way to think about this question 
is to examine the benefits that would likely result 
from setting and reaching a reasonable, yet very 
challenging long term goal, one that might take a 
decade, or even a generation, to achieve. Rather than 
act as advocate for a particular goal, let us conduct 

a “thought experiment” constructed around an 
imaginary but reasonable example of a realistic and 
challenging long term goal.

In conducting this thought experiment, let us 
suppose that city officials, civic leaders, and the 
citizens of the District of Columbia were to demand 
that the average literacy proficiency for the nation’s 
capital be raised to the national average. Although 
this may sound like an easy goal to achieve, it would 
actually present a formidable challenge. For the 
adult population of the District of Columbia to 
reach the national average literacy proficiency, it 
would be necessary to raise the NALS 1992 literacy 
proficiency score of all persons at Level 1 (Below 
Basic) by an average of 60 points.
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The Need for Challenging Longer Term Goals

whAT bEnEfITs wOULD bE gAInED?
Raising the average literacy proficiency of District 
residents to the national average is an extremely 
challenging goal; but, the potential benefits of taking 
on that challenge as a city would be of immense benefit 
to all of us and to every aspect of life in the District 
of Columbia. For example, if the average literacy 
proficiency for the District were raised to the  
national average:

• The employment level in the District of Columbia 
could be expected to increase by as much as 4800 
(by direct effects) or 8900 (by a combination of 
direct and indirect effects). 

• The unemployment rate—currently at 6.3 percent 
in January 2007—could be expected to decrease 
by as much as 1.7 percentage points (direct effects) 
or by 3.1 percentage points (combined direct and 
indirect effects). 

• The number of persons living below the poverty 
level could be expected to decrease by as many as 
2500 (direct effects) or 6200 (combined direct and 
indirect effects).

• The poverty rate could be expected to decrease 
from 16.8 percent to 16.3 percent (direct) or to as 
little as 15.7 percent (direct and indirect). 

• The annual total personal income could be 
expected to increase by $91 million (direct) or 
$182 million (direct plus indirect effects).

• Income tax and sales tax revenue in the District 
of Columbia could be expected to increase by 
$5,000,000 to $7,000,000 annually (direct plus 
indirect effects). 

• Costs to the District for social services and 
income maintenance could be expected decrease 
by several hundred thousand dollars annually.

whAT OUTCOmEs wOULD nEED TO bE AChIEvED? 
Of course, no one can be certain what it would actually 
take to bring the nation’s capital’s literacy levels up to 
the national average within ten years. But, continuing 
our thought experiment, let us suppose that such a 
challenging goal could be accomplished through the 
following achievements.

• Increasing the average annual per pupil 
performance gain to NRS levels years for  
students completing 150 hours of instruction  
in adult basic education.

• Increasing by 300 percent the annual number 
of adults earning an alternative high school 
credential—GED or ADP. 

• Tripling the number of students who each year 
successfully complete an English as a second 
language program. 

• Increasing by 60 percent the number of adults 
earning a credential in technical areas needed  
for employment.

• Increasing the number of adults moving from 
literacy programs and vocational training to the 
workforce by 60 percent per year. 

 
whAT CAPACITY wOULD bE nEEDED? 
What would be the implications for the number and 
the productivity of adult literacy and vocational and 
employment training providers supported by public 
and private funds? Let us continue to suppose, using 
our thought experiment process, that in order to reach 
the national average literacy score, the District of 
Columbia would need to support—

• Three times the existing capacity of community-
based organizations, allowing them to provide 
adult basic education services, English as a second 
language, job preparation, and family literacy to 
20,000 adult students annually.

• It is reasonable to project that as many as three 
additional public charter schools serving adult 
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students may be established in the District of 
Columbia within the next five years. It is also 
reasonable to expect that within that period 
of time their combined FTE enrollment could 
grow to as much as 1500 adult students—400 
in the first year—seeking to become proficient 
in English language skills, earn a high school 
equivalency diploma, and/or learn employability 
and vocational and technical skills. (Since many 
adults are enrolled part time, 1500 refers to the 
number of full time equivalent students (FTEs) 
rather than the actual number of students.

• A fully developed and fully funded community 
college component within the framework of the 
University of the District of Columbia, which 
enrolls at least 1,000 students FTEs (500 in the 
first year) in a strong program that imbeds literacy 
and numeracy acquisition in courses providing 
the knowledge and skills needed for entry into 
technical, public service, or business related jobs.

• A doubling of the capacity of job training and 
job placement programs supported by DOES and 
other agencies.

 
whAT wOULD bE ThE COsT? 
The cost projections presented below are our best 
“thought experiment” estimates based on either FY 
2006 or 2007 cost assumptions. As is apparent, some 
costs might be distributed across the budgets of more 
than one agency.

• The annual average per student expenditure for 
those participating in part time services delivered 
by community-based adult literacy providers 
is $600. These organizations are now serving 
10,000 adult students at a cost of $6 million for an 
average cost of $600.) The cost projection below 
assumes an increase of 10,000 students, for a total 
of 20,000 adult students served each year. This 
growth would be phased in over two years.

 5,000 additional students x $600 per student = 
$3 million estimated cost increase in the first 
year; the total increased cost in year two and 
thereafter would be $6 million

• In school year 2006–2007, it costs $6002 per 
student FTE in a public charter school serving 
adult learners pursuing an ESL program, 
employment and vocational skills, or an 
alternative high school credential (GED or EDP). 
This cost projection assumes an increase of 400 
adult FTEs in the first-year, growing to a total 
increase of 1500 adult FTEs by the fifth year.

 400 student FTEs x $6002 per student = 
$2,400,600 estimated cost increase in the 
first year; the total increased cost would be 
$9,003,000 when a combined enrollment of  
1500 students was reached

• The cost per semester for tuition for a full time 
student enrolled in community college courses in 
UDC is $2025. In this imagined scenario, tuition 
would be waived for students living below 200 
percent of the poverty line. It is assumed that  
in the first year 500 students would meet this  
poverty criterion. The number of low-income 
adult students seeking such a scholarship would  
be likely to grow quickly.

 500 student FTEs x $2025 per FTE per semester 
x two semesters = $2,025,000 estimated cost 
in the first year; the cost would increase by 
approximately $4 million for every 1000 
scholarship students 
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Making it Happen

whAT mUsT hAPPEn TO CLOsE ThE gAP 
bETwEEn whAT nOw EXIsTs AnD ThE bRIghTER 
PROsPECTs ThE LEAsT PREPARED Of DIsTRICT 
REsIDEnTs hAvE A RIghT TO EXPECT? 
A good beginning already exists in the research, 
planning, policy influence and program implement-
ation efforts that have resulted from the D.C. Adult 
Literacy Initiative. As a result more adults are being 
served. Funding, at least in the short term, has 
increased. Curriculum has been strengthened and 
made more uniform, and service delivery approaches 
are being expanded to make more use of technology. 
But the Initiative also has severe limitations. It has 
relatively modest goals, lacks long-term scope, and,  
in terms of focus and funding, ranks low among  
city-wide priorities.

If really significant progress is to be made in 
combating low literacy levels and the accompanying 
problems of poverty and joblessness, and the toll they 
take on individuals, families, neighborhoods and the 
city, there are several important steps that need to  
be taken.

ThERE mUsT bE AgREEmEnT AmOng CITY 
LEADERs On bOLD, ChALLEngIng, bUT 
AChIEvAbLE gOALs, AnD ThERE mUsT bE A 
DETERmInED COmmITmEnT TO AChIEvIng ThEm. 
This is a responsibility not just of elected leaders, 
but also of heads of government agencies and social 
service organizations; executives of corporations and 
businesses; bankers; religious leaders; law enforcement 
officials and agents of the courts; heads of professional 
associations and community based organizations;  
and heads of non-profit organizations. These and  
other leaders must be willing, informed, and able to 
make a compelling argument for the need and benefits 
of achieving the city’s literacy and workforce goals,  
and they must roll up their sleeves and actively work 
for them.

PUbLIC AwAREnEss mUsT bE InCREAsED  
AnD PUbLIC DETERmInATIOn InsPIRED.   
Through public forums, community meetings and 
media attention, the serious need, the detrimental 
consequences, and the needed response should become 
topics of informed public discussion. This requires 
additional research and data gathering. It also requires 
the development of a public information campaign 
that includes local newspapers, radio and television. 
There must be an opportunity for the public to hear 
the story from the perspectives of all the parties 
affected—government, business, community, and, 
especially, the individuals who desperately need 
literacy and job skills training and for those who  
have had their lives changed by such programs.

A CITY-wIDE COnsEnsUs On A  
COURsE Of ACTIOn mUsT bE fORgED  
AnD mAnAgED OvER TImE.  
Out of public discussion should emerge a District-wide 
consensus and a public will, not just to address the 
problem, but also to prevail. This city-wide consensus 
should be solidly linked to other initiatives that are 
addressing aspects of the same problem. And this 
resolve must also include the commitment of city 
officials and the citizens of the District of Columbia  
to provide the needed resources. 

LEADERshIP AnD InfRAsTRUCTURE fOR ThE 
PROvIsIOn Of ADULT LITERACY PROgRAms mUsT 
COnTInUE TO bE EXPAnDED AnD sTREngThEnED.  
As described above, this already is an important 
component of the D. C. Adult Literacy Initiative. 
However, the scale of the effort being proposed here 
would require a greatly expanded capacity to deliver 
services.

My older kids, they help me.  
they say, “Ma, do your 
homework.” 
–Adult GED Student
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The First Step

sO whERE DO wE sTART. wE CAn bEgIn bY 
RAIsIng OUR vOICEs In A ChORUs wITh mAnY 
OThERs TO URgE, EvEn ImPLORE, ThAT ThE 
CITIzEns Of ThE nATIOn’s CAPITAL bE AbLE  
TO READ, wRITE AnD COUnT As wELL As  
ThOsE whO LIvE In AnY OThER CITY OR  
sTATE In ThE nATIOn.  
And, that D.C. residents possess the skills needed to 
successfully compete for available jobs within the 
District of Columbia and the larger metropolitan area.

Now is the time to act boldly, because we all know— 

• There is no defensible reason that more than 
one third of the adult residents of the Nation’s 
Capital lack the literacy skills needed to manage 
their everyday affairs without having to overcome 
extraordinary challenges—without living in 
poverty or with the ever present threat of poverty.  

• There is no defensible reason that within that one 
third of adults there are many who lack the skills 
to be employed at a living wage. 

• And, there is no reasonable excuse for a system 
that leaves so many parents without the everyday 
literacy skills needed to champion their children 
in his school. Without the confidence that comes 
from being able to read and write, parents are 
reluctant and often unable to demand that their 
children be taught to read and do algebra and be 
prepared to graduate from high school with an 
education that readies him them for work, further 
study and civic responsibility.

 
whOsE ARE ThE vOICEs ThAT ARE bEIng RAIsED? 
There are many; we have space to list only a few. 

• The voices of business.  
“Over the past five years, the District has added 
30,000 new jobs. During the same period, more 
than 13,000 D.C. residents lost their jobs… Today, 
suburban workers hold nearly 70 percent of the 
city jobs. The federal Government solution is to 
employ more D.C. residents, but many of the city’s 
unemployed don’t have the skills they need to 

compete for the jobs that are being competed… 
The key to sustaining growth (in the District of 
Columbia) is an adequate, qualified workforce to 
fill the growing job market.”   

–Barbara Lang, President of the D.C. Chamber of Commerce 

and Chairman of the D.C. Workforce Investment Council. 

Washington Post, Sunday, June 11, 2006.)

• The voices of civic leaders.  
“For too long, neighborhoods East of the River 
have been left out of the economic boom in the 
District.” 

–Carrie Thornhill, Community Activist and Former Member of 

the District of Columbia Board of Education

• The voices of government officials.  
“I know firsthand the importance of vocational 
education and the impact of learning practical 
skills that no one can ever take from you.” 

–The Honorable Kwame Brown, At-Large Councilmember, 

Council of the District of Columbia.  D.C. Council, Committee 

of the Whole, May 4, 2005.  The Brown Report.  May/June 

2005, Vol. 1, Issue 3.

• National authority on urban economics.  
City leaders also ought to create an accessible, 
high quality community college in the District—
either as part of the University of the District 
of Columbia or separately. UDC does currently 
offer certificates and associate degrees, but its 
community college functions are overshadowed 
by its four-year and graduate programs. Preparing 
young people for the world of work is not just 
the province of the elementary and secondary 
school system, although reinvigorating vocational 
education at the high school level is also crucial. 

–Alice Rivlin, Director of the Greater Washington Research 

Program, Brookings Institution. Testimony before the U.S. 

Senate. July, 2006. 

• The voices of adult learners in the District  
Several of those voices and their messages are 
highlighted throughout the text of this document. 
Visit www.LiteracyDC.org to read more.
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The Economics of Adult Literacy

ImPROvED LITERACY skILLs ARE CURREnCY  
fOR ADULT LEARnERs AnD ThEIR fAmILIEs. 

• Adults who continue in a literacy program until 
they move to the next higher level improve the 
likelihood that they will become employed, 
advance on the job, and increase their earnings.

• On average, GED holders earn 15 percent more 
than dropouts five years after acquiring the GED.

• Former ESL students are most likely to report 
job benefits. 

• Adults in family literacy programs are likely 
to experience academic gain, personal growth 
and social development. They also are likely 
to improve basic skills, achieve personal goals, 
improve self esteem and reduce dependence  
on assistance.

ADULT LITERACY PROgRAms 
ARE An InvEsTmEnT ThAT PAYs 
DIvIDEnDs TO ThE CITY, ITs 
CITIzEns, ITs InsTITUTIOns,  
AnD ITs bUsInEss COmmUnITY.
For example, adult literacy and job 
skills programs can result in—

• an expanded, more skilled workforce;

• reduced public healthcare costs;

• reduced crime and incarceration;

• increased civic participation; and

• fuller integration and assimilation of  
immigrant communities.

ADULT LITERACY Is A gIfT TO OUR ChILDREn  
AnD fUTURE gEnERATIOns.
Children as well as adults benefit from family literacy 
programs. For example, research suggests that 
children, participating with their parents in family 
literacy programs are more likely to—

• break the generational cycle of low skills, 
joblessness, and poverty;

• be enrolled in early childhood education 
programs;

• continued to benefit throughout their  
educational lives; and

• grow up to have fewer criminal arrests, higher 
earnings, more accumulated wealth, and  
stronger marriages.
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