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FROM
THE EDITORS

Claudia M. Ullman Family Literacy Forum National Even Start Association

This joint issue of Family Literacy Forum and Literacy Harvest
began the way most collaborations begin. We knew that working
together would strengthen our final product. We knew that a joint
effort would allow us to reach more readers and invite more
practitioners to share their knowledge and experiences. We also
knew that we wanted to explore ideas about communities and
connections. When we began working on this issue, however, we
did not know about proposed federal budget cuts that, as we
write this letter, threaten both Even Start family literacy pro-
gramming and programs funded by the Adult Education and
Family Literacy Act. How timely and telling it is, then, that by
bringing our communities together—the National Even Start
Association and the Literacy Assistance Center—we can estab-
lish the visibility and vitality of the family literacy community.

So, with the serendipity that accompanies real-life experi-
ences, the articles in this issue present a variety of ways to con-
sider community, as well as program effectiveness. Sandra
Moore’s article on Georgia's innovative research-based family
literacy initiative emphasizes the importance of community in
the design and provision of quality family literacy programming.
She demonstrates that connections among family literacy
providers; between providers and school staff; and between edu-
cators and the broader community—government agencies,
social service providers, even local retailers—can enhance the
literacy skills of both parents and children.

Alecia D'’Angelo asks us to expand our ideas about adult and
early childhood education in family literacy programs to include
learning contexts that support adolescents. Her article argues
that teenagers have unique and considerable needs that often
prevent them from completing their education. At the same time,
opportunities for parental connections with middle schools and
high schools are infrequent. With this in mind, she asks, how can
we think about family, school, and learning communities as
spanning a range of ages?

Azi Ellowitch makes the case that adult education can help
individuals contribute to the well-being of both their families and
their communities. Her case study of an adult learner, originally
presented to a group of practitioners interested in developing

their practice based on descriptions of their students and stu-
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dent work, raises questions about narrowly constructed defini-
tions of teaching and learning. Linda’s story is a portrait of a family
as a community of learners, parent and child together. Thomas
G. Reio, Jr, Karen Wormley, and Mike A. Boyle also focus prima-
rily on adult learners. Their article examines the role of work-
force readiness in a Kentucky family literacy initiative. Providing
more residents with workplace skills, they argue, develops a
community’s "human capital”—and thereby benefits not only
program participants but the community at large.

The last two articles of this issue focus on funding, a particu-
larly timely issue when more funding organizations are joining
the family literacy community even as federal funding is threat-
ened. Ann G. Bessell's article examines the impact of Florida's
decision to provide one year of funding for new family literacy
programs. One characteristic of programs that managed to sur-
vive beyond that first year was the ability to tap the resources of
their communities to develop alternative funding sources. Derek
E.Link and Drucie M. Weirauch rally Even Start practitioners and
program staff to counter the U.S. Department of Education’s
reports on Even Start with reliable data from local and state-
wide program evaluations. These authors challenge policy-
makers and practitioners from national, state, and local levels
to form a community that can engage in balanced assessments
and forge open dialogues. Both articles remind us that, as
more educational initiatives incorporate family literacy, the
need for communities of practitioners and funders to come
together to understand their individual aims becomes greater.

The articles in this issue present us with different ways of
thinking about connections within the family literacy community
and beyond. While they differ in context, each article raises ques-
tions about what it means to be a member of a community. As you
prepare for the program year ahead, think about your program
and its participants and the connections that are made in your
local learning community. Then consider the relationship of your
program to the larger community of family literacy. What are the
responsibilities and expectations that come with membership?
How is your work promoting the well-being of the various com-

munities to which you are linked?



AUTHENTIC

COMMUNICATION

IS KEY

A Case Study on the Intersection of Adult Education and Family Literacy

Azi Ellowitch

WHEN I WAS ASKED TO SPEAK ABOUT HOW ADULT
education influences the well-being of children and families at
the fall 2004 Prospect Center for Education and Research con-
ference, I immediately thought of Linda. A GED student at the
Lehman College Adult Learning Center of the City University of
New York, Linda is 32 years old and has a son who is 12. While
the phenomenon of “teaching to the test” exerts increasing
pressure on teachers and students at all age levels, Linda’s
story reminds us how much deeper and more complicated it is
for students to comprehend their world and express the com-
plexities of their experience, and how such comprehension and
expression can affect their children’s well-being. Linda’s story
can help us understand how adult education providers, as well
as adult students, might more broadly define our purpose.

Background

Entitled In a Time of Siege: Standing up for the Well-Being of
Children and Families, the Prospect Center for Education’s 2004
conference brought together people of various walks of life who
advocate for children, including teachers, parents, and social
workers. | spoke as part of a panel of preschool professionals,
parents, after-school practitioners, and adult educators. This
article is based on that talk.

Prospect, which began as a school for students ages
5-14, operated from 1965 until 1991 in North Bennington,
Vermont. During that time, teachers at the school developed
descriptive review processes—ways of looking closely at chil-
dren and children’s work that respect the students and the
work they make. The school maintained archives of children’s

work that continue to be used for training and study. While origin-
ally developed in the context of the school itself, the descriptive
review processes have increasingly attracted a wide range of
educators, from preschool through adult and post-secondary
levels. These processes have helped guide my work with Linda.

| had been collecting Linda’s work for some time, in part,
because | had observed her mature as a reader, writer, and
thinker. | also knew about Linda’s background and respected her
thoughtfulness as a parent. To prepare for my panel remarks
about how the work we do with adult students supports children
and families, | interviewed Linda to better understand her per-
spective on her background, her learning, and the well-being of
her son.

Linda’s Story

Linda first enrolled in the Lehman College Adult Learning
Centerin 1997, when she was 25 years old and her son was five.
She attended briefly, and then returned to the programin 1999.
Since then, she's been in and out of classes, depending on her
need to work and to take care of family problems. Over the
years, her academic skills have improved. Her reading, which
was on a middle school level when she began taking classes, is
now on a high school level.

Difficult Beginnings

Linda is a single mother of Puerto Rican heritage. She left
school in the middle of tenth grade, at the age of 15. This is typ-
ical of our student population at the Adult Learning Center.
Other aspects of her story, however, are not typical. When | first

met Linda in 1999, her mother, who suffered from chronic and



severe alcoholism, had recently become homeless. Linda
brought her 14-year-old brother to live with her and her son,
which was a painful and—in hindsight—futile attempt to rescue
him. Another factor that sets Linda apart is that she has a non-
traditional skill: She works as a carpenter.

Linda always had a hard time in school. She remembers
her home as noisy. Between her mother’s drinking and friends,
loud music, and yelling, it was impossible for her to concentrate.
Her teachers called her stupid; she said she “believed that for a
very long time.” Describing her family life growing up, Linda told

me that her mother would disappear for days at a time:

My mother left us alone a lot. We were just by ourselves. We
were just there by ourselves. | was about five or six. My sister
was a year older than me. My brother Alberto was about two
years younger. And we would be left alone. Sometimes my grand-
mother would come and take care of us. Or sometimes my

cousins would come and stay with us.

While Linda’s immediate family was clearly dysfunctional,
she had a loving and supportive extended family and community.
This is evident in a piece of writing from February 2004, in
which Linda recalls a family gathering in which her favorite

aunt announced that she was dying of AIDS:

As | walked inside Grandma's house, | saw the sad look in
her eye. | gave her a really big hug and | told her that | love her
very much. She answered me by the hug in return and a kiss on
my cheek and held me close and said, | love you, too.

My favorite Aunt was sitting a few feet away and with
the corner of my eye | saw her run by. | followed her around the
room like | always did, and she turned and smiled at me,
but | knew something was wrong. | still hugged her from behind
and gave her a kiss. She hugged me back with a squeeze and

kissed me on my forehead.

Even though there were extended family members involved in
her life to provide support, Linda and her siblings were still
afraid. | asked Linda when she began to overcome her fear, and
she explained that getting a job helped her overcome her fear,
“because now my mother could stay home and drink, instead of

being in the street drinking.”

Resilience

While Linda had low self-esteem in some aspects of her life,
she could also demonstrate extreme confidence. The term
resilience, used in the field of child welfare and explored in the
work of Books and Goldstein (2004; 2001), seems to apply to
Linda. She was motivated to take advantage of community-
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sponsored activities that were available to her in the mid-
1980s. Her junior high school had a relationship with the Bronx
Zoo, which allowed her to work one summer and on weekends.
She also went to see a counselor at the YMCA who enrolled her

Linda always had a hard time
in school.... Her teachers called her
stupid; she said she “believed that
for a very long time.”

in an after-school class that taught her how to work with basic
electricity, build lamps, patch walls, and put up sheet rock.
(Sadly, these programs no longer exist.]

Linda began working at clothing stores on Fordham Road
when she was 13 years old by falsifying working papers. She
worked in a factory that packaged greeting cards and candy
when she was 17 years old, but she hated factory work and
returned to selling clothes.

Atthe age of 19 and three months pregnant, Linda went to
the southern part of New Jersey for the weekend with her
boyfriend—her first boyfriend and the father of her baby.
During their stay, her boyfriend was arrested and locked up.
Linda did not have the money to get home, so she stayed in
South Jersey where she gave birth to her son. She didn’t know
anyone there, and for a while she lived in a shelter. Eventually,
Linda got a job working in a five-and-dime store and found an
apartment. When she discovered that her baby’s caretaker was
negligent, Linda decided to return to the Bronx.

Like many women in adult education programs, Linda
returned to school when her son started school. There are a
number of reasons why a young mother who had dropped out
of school would decide to return. Some say, "Now it's time for
me to do something for me.” But very often, and | believe in
Linda’s case, they are motivated by the desire to support their
children—as they were not supported—in school. Some, like
Linda, also want their children to have a different home life

than the one they experienced growing up.

Structural and Societal Issues

Returning to school is a positive step. Unfortunately, unfore-
seen problems often make a child’s school experiences diffi-
cult in ways that are all too familiar to his or her parent.
Structural issues in schools, which correspond to larger social
issues involving race and class, affect families across genera-



Linda supports her son as a reader,
a learner, and a researcher.

But, most importantly, she
supports her son by communicating
with him, listening to him,
and talking to him.

tions. Because the parents, usually young mothers, have been
conditioned to blame themselves, they often don’t realize that
they will need to do more to support their children than get
their high school diploma. In addition to struggling with a polit-
ical economy that makes it difficult to support the financial,
emotional, and academic needs of a family, parents often
struggle with the school system. While educators understand
that city schools often provide inadequate services to children
and families, the children tend to blame themselves for failing,
just as their parents did before them.

Talking to Linda recently, | found out that her first year in
my pre-GED class was the hardest year of her son’s schooling.
Part of the difficulty stemmed from having her troubled
teenage brother living with her. Part of it was a fiasco with the
public school her son was attending. That year, Linda’s son
was kept back a grade. Why? Because when he was given the
standardized test, Linda said, “he decided to play around.
Instead of filling in the answers, he decided to connect the
dots.” He had problems in the school. He got into fights. He
refused to follow rules. Why did this happen?

During the previous year, when Linda’s son was in second
grade, an announcement had circulated that District 10 in the
Bronx was opening a brand new school in an adjacent neigh-
borhood. The school would have new resources including com-
puters. Linda conscientiously filled out an application for the
new school and her son was accepted for third grade. The
school turned out to be a disaster. Her son’s teacher was cruel.
The school was completely disorganized. Sometimes, when
Linda went to pick up her son after school, the teachers and
administrators didn't know where he was. As documented in
Kozol's (1991) Savage Inequalities, incidents like this are not
unusual in poor neighborhoods. In addition to basic institutional
incompetence, such as losing track of children, the principal
was rude and condescending to parents. She had the nerve to
reprimand Linda for talking with her hands, accusing Linda of

making threatening gestures. The second time Linda’s son was
inthird grade, she transferred him to a school across the street
from where they lived. The teacher there helped him, and the
situation improved.

Supporting Learning

Linda’s experience in returning to school has helped her sup-
port her son as a learner in a variety of ways. First, Linda has
become a reader. | asked her if she remembered the first book
she finished. She did: Hiroshima [Hersey, 1946). Referring to
the book, Linda said, “I cared about what was going on. | didn't
realize something like that happened in Japan. It opened my
eyes and opened my mind to want to read more books.” More
recently, Linda read Wouldn't Take Nothing for My Journey Now
by Maya Angelou (1993). She recalled finishing it in a week,
marveling at her ability to read so quickly. Linda also said that
she identified with some of the topics Angelou discussed in the
book. | asked if she was surprised to see something in a book
that reminded her of her own life:

I always thought it was only me that would go through those
things. And when | read of other people going through stuff,

I 'say, "Wow, you know, I'm not the only one.” Not only that,
butit’s published, and it's in a book, and it's for sale and | can
identify with it.

Linda told me that her son also “loves to read books,” particu-
larly books about wrestling that are filled with action.

When they're at home, Linda and her son talk about what-
ever she’s studying in school. One time, after listening to a con-
versation Linda was having with friends, her son got into trouble
in school. She recalled this when we read “The Boy Without a
Flag” (Rodriguez, 1992), a story about a boy who gets into trouble
at school for refusing to salute the flag out of respect for his
father’s pro-Puerto Rican and anti-American values. Linda wrote

about how the story reminded her of the incident with her son:

Like when I first found out about Christopher Columbus.

It wasn't the way they teach it in school, in public school, in
regular school, it's not the same way. They told me that he
was a slave owner, things like that. And then my son went
to school and he said, “Columbus murdered my ancestors.”
He got in trouble for it, but he made his point.

We laughed about it the other night ‘cause | brought it up.
‘Cause | was writing about it. It was funny the way the teachers
told him, “Don’t say that, that Christopher Columbus was
a murderer or an alcoholic, because the kids are not supposed

to know that.”
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In addition, Linda has felt more confident about helping
her son with his schoolwork. An important barometer of her
confidence is that she's comfortable not always knowing the
answer. Rather than feel embarrassed, Linda realizes that they
can always “look it up.” Engaging in research is new to Linda.
She has become increasingly comfortable with the strategy
since studying as an adult.

Linda supports her son as a reader, a learner, and a
researcher. But, most importantly, she supports her son by
communicating with him, listening to him, and talking to him.
Before that could happen, Linda needed to believe that she had
permission to express herself:

[ try my best to support him in everything. Last night | was
cooking. And he was like, "Mom, I'm done.” “You're done with
everything?” So | said, “Do you want to come here and help me?”
So he started chopping up the onions with the masher. And he
was telling me about what was happening in school today,
because he always talks to me about his day. He told me about
an incident that a boy had pushed him and that the boy called
him a piece of crap and how hurt he felt. So I told him, you know,
sometimes people talk like that, it's because they re feeling

like that about themselves. So | started telling him about how
good he’s doing in school and not to let anybody bring him down.
And | told him about me, when | was growing up, and he was

like, oh, wow, so we just kept on talking.

Linda’s understanding that her life experiences have value
facilitates her ability to communicate with her son, which is an
important aspect of their relationship: “When I'm in school, |
feel good about myself. Before | wasn't able to talk about certain
things, because | was ashamed and embarrassed. | feel more
connected to myself.... It's from being in class, the writing and
talking and hearing other people’s experience.” Linda does not
want her son to make the same mistakes she made. She
acknowledges the important role she plays in her son’s devel-
opment. She does not want him to experience life alone
because she does not “want him to grow up angry.”

Linda’'s recently wrote about herself as a 12-year-old. In
the essay, she illustrated how her ability to express her feelings
helps her connect with her 12-year-old son. The writing, which
had evolved from a discussion about the types of activities and
situations that encourage learning, then led us to a conversa-
tion about the extent to which making graffiti is one way for
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children to become involved in creating and appreciating art.
Linda said:

Art comes in many different forms, whether a child draws

an image on the wall or on a piece of paper. Children are very
creative when it comes to art. Thinking back to the mid-
nineteen eighties, | was one of those kids that would go around
with a spray can and love to tag my street-given name, Chuckles.
I thought | was the coolest tagger in the Bronx, at least around
my turf, where [ would go around late at night with a couple

of my guy friends and sometimes my older sister. From the train
station at Kingsbridge to 134th Street between Brook and

Willis Avenue, we ruled. We were art, from drawing sticks

and bubbles to drawing images of the sun spitting out our tag
names or trees in the middle of the passing train and our tag
names in art form. There were times that the cops used to chase
us or just take away the spray can and tell us to go home.
Although I was very young, | thought that the bubble coat that

[ owned made me look older and tougher only because | was

an angry child so that was my way of expressing myself. So, yes,
graffitiis art. It kept me out of trouble.

“When I’'m in school, I feel good
about myself. Before I wasn’t
able to talk about certain things,
because I was ashamed and
embarrassed. I feel more connected
to myself.... It’s from being in class,
the writing and talking and hearing
other people’s experience.”

Linda understands that learning is a fluid process. In one
conversation, she reflected on the awkwardness she initially felt
when asked to write and talk about her personal experiences in
class. Now, she supports new students through the process:

Sometimes the classmates would say, “That happened in the
past. | don’t want to talk about that now.” | say, Just go with the
flow. Just write whatever you feel. You're here to learn. You're
here to let go of stuff too. And move on.” So [ tell them, Just go

with the flow. Leave it here.”



Conclusion

I have long believed that honest self-expression is the neces-
sary first step in any formal writing, including the essay writing
required by the GED test. Yet before interviewing Linda about
the connections between her learning and her family, | didn't
realize how crucial the ability to communicate is to the well-
being of children and to the health of families.

Linda’s story raises many questions. What is the ripple
effect of our students” positive learning experiences? How
many students like Linda are in programs where “reading the
world” (Freire, 1970) and expressing their own deeply felt
memories and perceptions has changed them both as lifelong
learners and as parents? Educators know that family circum-
stances have a huge influence on children’s development and
performance in schools. Still, lawmakers and funders continue
to emphasize the need for quantifiable outcomes for adult stu-
dents, such as obtaining and retaining jobs and passing the
examination for high school equivalency (GED). This trend is
parallel to the recent phenomenon in early childhood educa-
tion that encourages more testing and less play.

In fact, a large proportion of our students are highly moti-
vated by the goal of passing the GED examination. We certainly
honor their goal. Some need a high school equivalency to
obtain a better job. For others itis a lifelong dream they want to
fulfill. However, some view getting their GED as evidence of
their intelligence, and this linear view of intelligence can
unnecessarily limit a person’s self-esteem. Unfortunately,
passing the GED test is impossible for some. For others, it can
take years.

We need to think about the power of literacy to support
families and the connection literacy has to authentic communi-
cation. We also need to think about the ways in which family lit-
eracy encourages children’s natural love of wonder and story.
As we consider the connection between the imagination and
intellectual development, we need to consider what adult edu-
cations programs really offer.
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PARENTS AND
THEIR ADOLESCENT

CHILDREN IN

FAMILY LITERACY

Expanding Services for Immigrant Families

IN THE PAST 20 YEARS, FAMILY LITERACY HAS
emerged as an instructional model designed to, among other
things, support immigrant families as they adjust to life in the
U.S. For the most part, the model has focused on serving young
children and their parents, with an emphasis on early and
emerging literacy development. By the time a child reaches
age 10 or finishes elementary school, family literacy services
are generally no longer available to the family. In fact, the pri-
mary source of federal funding for family literacy is Even Start
(NGA, 2002), which almost exclusively serves families with chil-
dren ages eight and younger. The federal four-component
model—consisting of interactive literacy activities for parents
and children, parent education, literacy education for parents,
and age-appropriate education for children—specifically defines
“age-appropriate education” in relation to elementary school
learning (NGA, 2002).

However, immigrant families with adolescent children
also stand to benefit from family literacy programming.
According to the National Center for Family Literacy (NCFL,
2003}, 28 percent of Hispanic students ages 16-24 dropped out
of school in 1999.In 2000, | was teaching middle school ESOL in
Los Angeles and witnessed even more extreme drop-out rates.
Ninety-eight percent of the students in the community where |
taught had immigrated from Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras,
and El Salvador. More than 50 percent dropped out of school
before they reached 11th grade. The obstacles to education

were many but, regretfully, not unique: Schools were severely

Alecia D’ Angelo

under-resourced and therefore could not provide adequate
instruction or adhere to a rigorous curriculum, most families
were living in poverty, the community offered limited support
services, and there were no adult literacy programs available.
As a result, many of the parents | encountered said they felt
powerless to deal with school and community issues.

By expanding family literacy services to include adoles-
cents, programs can help to equalize opportunities and create
a network of resources for families with children of all ages.
These resources will not only help families adjust to life in the

U.S. but will increase children’s academic and social success.

The Benefits of Family Literacy Programming
Family literacy programs have been successful at helping both
parents and children make academic, economic, and social
progress. A NCFL study showed that young children in family
literacy programs have demonstrated higher test scores and
better class grades than non-participating children (Hayes,
2001). A Goodling Institute study confirmed that young children in
family literacy programs have shown increases in their cognitive
abilities (Grinder, Kassab, Askov, & Abler, 2004). Parents in pro-
grams funded by the Barbara Bush Foundation reported
increased self-esteem, success in adult education, and enhanced
involvement in their children’s education (Somerfield, 1995).
However, because the majority of funding for family literacy
focuses on the parents of young children, adolescents rarely
benefit from the programming.



The Case for Including Families

with Adolescent Children

According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress,
minority students are, on average, four years behind their white
counterparts academically by the time they reach eighth grade
(Barton, 2004). Additionally, adolescents whose parents have had
limited education have higher rates of absenteeism and disci-
plinary problems, as well as lower graduation rates, than do
children of parents with more formal schooling (Hayes, 2001).

Forimmigrant teenagers who are struggling to adjust to a
new culture, the difficulties of adolescence are often com-
pounded. To begin with, the values and norms of their family
may be quite different from those of their native-born peers
(Berla, Henderson, & Kerewsky, 1991). Communication between
parents and adolescents can be difficult under the best of cir-
cumstances; this gap widens when parents adhere to the
social norms of their native country while children adopt those
of the new culture (Mateau-Gelabert, 2002]. In addition, immi-
grant adolescents often have more functional English skills than
their parents and are therefore expected to act as translators for
family members (Weinstein-Shr, 1995). According to Mateu-
Gelabert (2002), this dynamic disrupts the balance of power of
families; parental authority wanes when a child serves as “lan-
guage broker.” In “Culture, Language, and Literacy: The Effects
of Child Brokering on Language Minority Education” (Tse &
McQuillan, 1996], adolescents who played this role reported
experiencing stress and frustration with parents and other
family members.

At the same time, parents are increasingly being called
upon to make decisions and to advocate for their children in
ways that may be new and unfamiliar, in a language that is new
and unfamiliar. The No Child Left Behind Act requires schools
to supply parents with complete information about testing and
program options (NGA, 2002). However, parents often struggle
to make sense of this information. In addition, many parents
have difficulty understanding the structure of middle and high
schools and the increasingly complex curricula their children
are studying (Patrikakou, 2004).

Integrating adolescent children into family literacy pro-
gramming is one way we can begin to address these issues.
Family literacy programs can provide teenagers with an oppor-
tunity to talk with their parents as well as community members,
and to meet other teens with similar experiences. Programs

can also provide an outlet for the emotional and physical energy

For immigrant teenagers who are
struggling to adjust to a new
culture, the difficulties of adolescence
are often compounded.

of adolescents by involving them in creative projects. When
emotional needs are more fully satisfied, students can begin to
improve academically.

Barton (2004) noted that the participation of parents in
their children’s education was associated with higher student
achievement. Family literacy programs not only help parents
increase their English literacy levels; they can help parents
understand the culture and structure of the U.S. school system.
With this knowledge, parents can more effectively advocate for
increased opportunities and better schools for their children.
By providing opportunities for parents and children to share
their experiences, family literacy programs can also help each

generation to better understand and appreciate the other.

Envisioning Family Literacy
to Include Adolescents
Creating programs tailored to families with adolescent children
requires expanding the focus of family literacy to meet the
unique needs of families and communities. Gail Weinstein
(1998]) noted, “[Tlhere is more to family and intergenerational
literacy than children’s school achievement.” Adolescents, in
particular, need opportunities to connect with older family
members. According to Masche and Barber (2001), positive
connections with parents can lead to higher self-esteem for
adolescents. Pong, Hao, and Gardner (2002) reported that
immigrant families that maintain connections with their ethnic
communities raise children who are more likely to be success-
fulin school. With this research in mind, family literacy pro-
grams might need to broaden their emphasis, using literacy
skills instruction to foster a series of connections.
Well-planned interactive parent and child classes that
include adolescents can help adults and teens learn more
about each other’s lives. Role-playing, writing, and discussion
activities can create a safe environment for communication,
providing parents and teenagers with an opportunity to con-
nect. Family literacy programs are also a place where parents
can meet other parents, and teens can meet other teens. As
program participants connect with each other, a support net-
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work for families is likely to emerge. Parents can share their
experiences raising adolescent children “and work collectively
to reflect or act on challenges they are facing” (Weinstein, 1998,
n.p.). Adolescents can meet other immigrant teens facing
challenges similar to their own.

Along with fostering this series of connections, a well-
orchestrated family literacy program can provide constructive
avenues for adolescents to express their fears, frustrations,
and struggles through creative outlets such as drama, music,
dance, and art. By engaging adolescents in learning experi-
ences they might not be exposed to in under-resourced middle
and high schools, family literacy programs can help them
develop critical thinking, communication, and leadership
skills. These skills, along with increased parent involvement in
formal and informal education, can help adolescents succeed
academically and socially.

Role-playing, writing, and discussion
activities can create a safe
environment for communication,
providing parents and teenagers with
an opportunity to connect.

Drawing on the wisdom, knowledge, and experience of
parents is an essential ingredient of any family literacy pro-
gram. For programs with teens, it is especially important.
Utilizing a parent’s expertise can help to build a relationship
with an unresponsive or frustrated teen. As Weinstein (1998]
pointed out, “When the goal is to strengthen families and com-
munities, the literacy resources of elders come into focus, cre-
ating many ways of connecting children and adults” (n.p.).

Collaborative projects that draw on the strengths of both
parents and children provide one way to encourage such con-
nections. In describing a project-based approach in which par-
ents and children learn a new technology together, Bers, New,
and Boudreau (2004) built on Papert’s constructionist pedagogy:
“[Bloth children and adults learn better when they are engaged in
designing and building their own personally meaningful artifacts
and then sharing them with others in a community” (p. 4J.
Collaborative projects can help parents to build esteem and

strengthen leadership roles in the family. “Adults whose knowl-
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edge and wisdom is valued can... be helped by their children
without having their dignity or their parental role threatened”
(Weinstein, 1998). Cooperative projects may also raise adoles-
cents’ level of respect for, and willingness to communicate
with, their parents.

Fostering an environment in which parents and children
work together on a creative project requires, first, finding the
strengths of each group. A survey is one way to determine the
interests and expertise of both child and adult participants.
Conversations, whether in a class, in small groups, or individu-
ally, are another option. A report on Luis Moll's “Funds of
Knowledge” project explained how teachers went into the
homes of students to learn about the resources and talents
that families could offer to their schools and communities
(ERIC, Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics, 1994).

Project facilitators should elicit the areas in which the
knowledge and experience of adults can complement the skill
areas of adolescents. Weinstein (1998) cited a program in
which participants created family web pages. Parents provided
the content on family history and cultural background, and then
children took the lead, working with parents to create a web
page using this content. Projects of this type also celebrate the
cultures and experiences of individual families.

Discussing films such as Raising Victor Vargas and Bend It
Like Beckham, both of which focus on teens struggling to live
between two cultures, can also provide opportunities for par-
ents and children to better understand the other’s experience.
Program participants might discuss the perspectives of various
characters or write dialogues about life in U.S. The films could
also provide an opportunity for role-playing in which parents
and adolescents switch roles and view situations from each

other’s perspective.

Exemplary Programs

Two case studies of programs in New York City offer sugges-
tions for how existing family literacy programs might accommo-
date adolescent children, and how programs might be created
specifically with the needs of adolescents and their parents in
mind. Northern Manhattan Improvement Corporation’s Family
Learning Program and LaGuardia Community College's Center
for Immigrant Education and Training, Immigrant Family
Literacy Project have adapted to accommodate the needs of
adult learners with adolescent children who wanted to partici-

pate in family literacy programming.



Northern Manhattan Improvement Corporation

In the Northern Manhattan Improvement Corporation’s (NMIC)
family literacy program, children ages 5-15 participate with
their parents. The program consists of adult ESOL, parent edu-
cation, and parent and child interactive literacy. Adolescents
participate in the parent and child interactive literacy compo-
nent and also act as English tutors. | visited the program in the
summer of 2004 and discussed the program with the family Lit-
eracy coordinator numerous times throughout the year.

During one of these discussions, NMIC's family literacy
coordinator emphasized that cultural outings are a positive
way to connect adolescents and their parents during parent
and child interactive literacy time. Classes visited museums,
parks, and public city events. On these outings, teachers gave

Adolescents in the program also
reported that watching their
parents working to learn English
made them proud
and interested in participating.

families an authentic task to accomplish together, such as view-
ing art and talking to community members. These activities
exposed both adolescent children and their parents to new expe-
riences; because many of the adolescents in this program viewed
themselves as helpers for their younger siblings, these outings
also helped the adolescents build their leadership skills as they
took on the roles of group leaders and teacher’s assistants.

One 13-year-old reported that an additional benefit of the
program was that it gave him time to spend with his father. His
father usually worked on Saturdays. When the family literacy
program was in session, however, his father took days off to
attend. NMIC’s program coordinator reported that the benefits
for families range from finding out about cultural institutions to
enjoying structured activities. Another student reported that
the program gave his family something to do together aside
from watching TV. During the program, they interacted and
communicated while working cooperatively, engaging in dis-
cussions, and learning together.

Adolescents in the program also reported that watching
their parents working to learn English made them proud and

interested in participating. The program has capitalized on this
enthusiasm by asking adolescents with fluent English literacy
skills to act as tutors for younger children and for other parents
inthe program. One student reported that she liked helping her

mom to learn.

LaGuardia Community College
During 2003, | worked with the faculty and staff at LaGuardia
Community College's Center for Immigrant Education and
Training to develop the Immigrant Family Literacy Project, a
program that welcomes parents and their children ages 5-16.
In this program, adolescents most often participate in family
night activities, and parents of adolescents participate in spe-
cialized parent time instruction. For this article, | interviewed
the current program coordinator and other staff members to
learn about the ways in which the program has progressed.
According to the program coordinator, family night events
have been a particular draw for adolescents. For these events,
the program invites artists and community members to conduct
hands-on workshops that encourage parents and children to
work cooperatively to complete projects such as storytelling,
puppet theatre, and painting. Both parents and children reported
that they valued the time they spent together doing something
fun. The workshops provided time for families to connect and talk
openly—time that parents reported was often scarce at home.
One teacher reported that the biggest benefit for parents
was the parent education component of the program. During
parent time, the participants usually ended up discussing
issues involving the New York City public school system, such
as the ability to choose which high school their child attends,
the significance of standardized tests, and school violence. The
same teacher reported that she has had success with parents
in both parent education and ESOL classes when she has used
novels that address young adult issues such as dating, peer
groups, and asserting independence. The novels served as a
springboard for parents to discuss their own concerns about
raising adolescents in the U.S. To help parents build confidence
with English, one class read vignettes from the House on Mango
Street by Sandra Cisneros and then created stories from their
own memories. During an organized family event, the parents
shared their stories with their children. The children were
proud and interested to hear the stories of their parents’ lives.
The teacher remarked that such activities helped parents to re-

open the paths of communication with teens.
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Participants usually ended up

discussing issues involving
the New York City public school

system, such as the ability

to choose which high school

their child attends, the significance
of standardized tests, and
school violence.

Toward a Definition of Exemplary Practice
Teachers and parents might assume that teenagers are unwill-
ing to spend time connecting with their family. In the examples
above, however, all of the teenagers interviewed said they
enjoyed their involvement in the family literacy program. They
were especially motivated by the opportunities to participate in
leadership and community service activities and the chances to
engage in learning experiences that varied from those offered
at school.

Building upon the ideas of Northern Manhattan
Improvement Corporation’s Family Learning Program and
LaGuardia Community College’'s Center for Immigrant
Education and Training, Immigrant Family Literacy Project, we
can begin to form a useful guide for family literacy programs
working with adolescents. The following are some of the good
practices suggested by these programs:

* Make learning creative and fun. Use project-based learning;
visit museums and other cultural institutions; and integrate

drama, visual arts, music, and dance into the curriculum.

* Create opportunities for parents and children to speak openly
with each other and with their peers.

* Respond to the interests of both parents and their children.

* When planning lessons, build on the history of parents and
on the talents and experiences of families.

* Create opportunities for children to learn from parents and
parents to learn from children.

* Provide learning experiences for children that are different
from the ones they experience in school.

LITERACY HARVEST AND FAMILY LITERACY FORUM FALL 2005

* Provide time for schools and communities to learn

about families.

* Create opportunities for adolescents to act as leaders and
to acquire communication skills.

* Nurture the skills parents need to understand and navigate
the U.S. school system.

The lack of services for adolescents and their families is
a gaping hole in the fabric of family literacy programs. Family
literacy programs that focus on building connections can
provide numerous benefits to both families and the community.
If we want family literacy programs to truly meet the needs of
all members of a family, it's time we begin inviting adolescents
to participate.
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COMMUNITIES
CONNECTING FOR A
COMMON CAUSE

Research-Based Family Literacy Instruction in Georgia

WHEN JOSE,' 55, DECIDED TO GO BACK TO SCHOOL
for the dual purposes of learning how to read bedtime stories
to his five-year-old grandson and how to write so that he could
sign his own name to important documents, he looked no fur-
ther than his neighborhood school. When Tarsha, a single
mother, decided she no longer wanted to depend on the welfare
system to meet the needs of her family, she looked no further
than her neighborhood school for the classes she would need to
obtain her GED. These journeys are not unique.

José is part of the fastest-growing population in this
country. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 1990,
Hispanics made up just nine percent of the U.S. population.
During the 2000 census count, this number jumped to 12.5 per-
cent. In Georgia, and in the Atlanta area in particular, the
Hispanic population has grown by more than 400 percent since
1990 (Terraso, 2002). Like José, most of this immigrant popula-
tion will require some formal training before they can fully
acclimate to their new environment.

Tarsha's experience is also not an isolated one. Like many
recipients of public assistance, she was both undereducated
and, similar to generations before her, living in poverty. She
was acutely aware of the impact that the welfare system had on
her mother and her grandmother, and she did not want to
belong to that system. Studies have shown that public assis-
tance recipients like Tarsha benefit from intensive services,
particularly specialized job training (Zedlewski, 2002).

Georgia's Reading Excellence Act

Both José and Tarsha made the decision to improve their lives
at a time when Georgia was ready to make sweeping changes
in the delivery of services to families. During 2001, the Georgia

1 L
Participant names are pseudonyms.

Sandra Moore

Department of Education received $48,086,734 to develop and
implement Georgia's Reading Excellence Act (REA]. This grant
supported four activities:

* Professional development for pre-K and K-3 educators
* Family literacy

* Tutoring and after-school programs for students prekinder-
garten to third grade

* Transition programs for kindergarten students

In order to be eligible for a grant, school systems were required
to serve a significant number of children and families who lived
in poverty and needed additional literacy instruction to improve
student achievement. Under REA, Georgia implemented 54
family literacy programs across the state. | was hired as the
family literacy coordinator at the state level, and my specific
responsibilities were to implement and monitor the programs.
Each grantee was required to offer high-quality, comprehen-
sive family literacy services based on the Even Start model.

The four components of the Even Start family literacy
work cohesively and comprehensively to help families make
changes regarding education and lifelong learning. REA-funded
programs were required to offer adult education for a mini-
mum of 12 hours per week, early childhood education for a
minimum of 26 hours per week, parenting education for four
hours per week, and parent and child interactive literacy activi-
ties for four hours per week.

During this two-year demonstration grant, REA schools
were required to work with adults and their children, ages 0-8,
using scientifically based reading research materials as the

basis for instruction. The program was available to families of
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To evaluate the role of
teachers and families in supporting
children’s literacy development,
the NELP found a set of
11 variables that qualify as predictors
of literacy development.

K-3 children attending an REA school, as well as to families of
children ages 0-4 and who lived in the local community. Some
of the programs were school-based; others were community-
based. In either instance, the principal of the school that
was awarded the grant was responsible for the program. The
teachers (adults as well as early childhood educators) were
hired form outside the school and reported to the principal.

Under REA, family literacy was viewed as an early inter-
vention strategy. The primary focus of the services was to
enhance student achievement by supporting learning and
helping families make economic progress.

Intentional Instruction: Relying on Research
Longitudinal evaluations have found that children enrolled in
family literacy programs have higher high school graduation
rates, higher rates of enrollment in college, fewer criminal
arrests, and higher earnings than non-participants (Holloway,
2004). A longitudinal study of over 800 children in Chicago
found that children who were involved in high-quality preschool
programs had better language and mathematical skills than
those who were not (Reynolds, 2000). Keeping in line with what
research says will happen when communities offer high-quality
family literacy services, the goals of Georgia’'s REA were to help
adults enhance their academic skills in reading, writing, oral
communication, and mathematics; to help children develop
language skills and become interested in reading; and to
prepare children for school.

To begin the initiative, we needed to get the word out about
the specific foundational skills preschool children need to be
successfulin school. Then, we needed to offer parents of pre-
school-aged children training to help them support the develop-
ment of these skills. We also needed to train staff members at
many feeder daycare centers, where proper staff development

had been nonexistent. Program coordinators in Georgia set out
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to share this information with the parents and daycare providers
who didn’t have access to reading research information.

In an effort to introduce the research, we focused on the
work of the National Early Literacy Panel [NELP), whose find-
ings held that “certain skills and abilities have direct links to
children’s eventual success in early literacy development”
(Strickland & Shanahan, 2004, p. 75). Created through the
Family Partnership in Reading Project to provide a research
synthesis on early literacy development and to evaluate the role
of teachers and families in supporting children’s literacy devel-
opment, the NELP found a set of 11 variables that qualify as
predictors of literacy development: alphabetic knowledge, print
knowledge, environmental print, invented spelling, listening
comprehension, oral language/vocabulary, phonemic aware-
ness, phonological short-term memory, rapid naming, visual
memory, and visual perceptual skills (Strickland & Shanahan,
2004, p.75).

We placed particular emphasis on the foundational skills
parents need to help their children become successful read-
ers: oral language development, phonological awareness, print
awareness, and alphabetic knowledge. Oral language is identi-
fied as a precursor to and a vital part of ongoing literacy in pre-
school children. Alphabetic knowledge and phonological
awareness form the basis of early decoding and spelling, and

The primary focus of the
services was to enhance student
achievement by supporting
learning and helping families make
economic progress.

both show a major correlation with later reading and spelling
achievement. Print knowledge also plays a key role in later lit-
eracy achievement (Strickland & Shanahan, 2004).

When parents learned about this research, they made
immediate connections between the literacy predictors and
some of the activities they were doing with their children in the
course of their daily lives. Many of the parents noted that they
sang songs such as “"Pat-a-Cake, Pat-a-Cake" to their pre-
school children. The coordinators were trained to point out the
relationship between rhyming, phonological awareness, and
reading research. This use of the educational and research-
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based terms pertaining to reading skills was intentional.
Parents could readily see that what they were doing had sub-
stance. They could also see that they were using methods that
were proven to be effective.

Coordinators were asked to be even more specific with
parents about the importance of nursery rhymes. Marilyn
Jager Adams (1990) suggests that “the roots of phonemic
awareness and therefore success in reading can be found in
traditional rhymes and word games such as ‘Baa Baa Black
Sheep’ and Humpty Dumpty’” (p. 43]. In one study, children
aged three years and three months were asked to recite nursery
rhymes every four months until they were four-and-a-half years
old (Adams, 1990). The experimenters assessed the children’s
progress in producing rhyme and alliteration and in recognizing
letters and words. They found that “children’s early knowledge
of nursery rhymes seemed to be specifically related to their
development of the more abstract phonological knowledge...
and of emergent reading abilities” (Adams, 1990, p. 42).

When program coordinators discovered that many parents
did not know nursery rhymes, they started an immediate cam-
paign to teach the rhymes so parents could share them with
their children at home. One coordinator designed “Nursery
Rhymes Jeopardy” as an interactive way of teaching parents
nursery rhymes.

Parents were also taught the value of using everyday
activities, such as shopping in the produce section of the gro-
cery store, as a basis for conversation with their children.
Parents learned about a study (Hart & Risley, 1995] that clearly
emphasized the differences that talking to young children and
using positive affirmations make when children start school.
Children whose caregivers talk to them from a very early age
start school with the oral language skills they will need to suc-
ceed in school.

Sharing research with program participants offered them
a framework for examining the role of literacy in the lives of
young children. Within this framework, participants could iden-
tify activities in which they were already engaging with their
children, as well as activities that they could develop more fully
in the future.

Program Supports

In addition to a clear and purposeful focus on literacy research,
several other factors worked together to support the success of
the REA programs and their participants.
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We placed particular
emphasis on the foundational skills
parents need to help their children

become successful readers: oral
language development, phonological
awareness, print awareness, and
alphabetic knowledge.

Family Literacy Coordinators

REA-funded family literacy programs had to hire a family liter-
acy coordinator. Because this position required the individual to
pool resources and collaborate with other agencies, the family
literacy coordinator had to be a person whom the community
valued and respected. In REA-funded programs, family literacy
coordinators were required to conduct scientifically-based read-
ing research workshops for parents and childcare providers. The
coordinators hired were highly qualified: Most held at least a
master’s degree, a vast majority had some kind of social service

background, and many held a certification in education.

Extensive Staff Development

Training began well before the family literacy coordinators
actually started work. As the state family literacy coordinator, |
provided regional training during the summer before the pro-
grams officially began. Many of the site coordinators had no
concept of family literacy and what implementation of a family
literacy program entails. Coordinators received two handbooks
on family literacy as well as the forms—such as enrollment,
data collection, and assessment forms—they would need to
implement the program. After the initial training, | conducted
daylong regional meetings once a month as well as summer
institutes and two full-day forums. These workshops, besides
providing more detailed information on the four components of
family literacy programming, also covered such topics as
strategic planning, grant writing, how to make parents feel
comfortable in the school environment, barriers families face,
working with limited English proficiency adults and adults with

disabilities, and building capacity in the community.

15



Ongoing Feedback

As REA's state family literacy coordinator, | tried to make myself
available to local coordinators as much as possible. | returned
phone calls and emails within 24 hours, so local coordinators
felt that they had a reliable person to turn to for support.

Site Visits

I also visited each site at least twice a year. During the visit, |
wrote a monitoring report, describing the positive aspects of
the program as well as the areas that needed improvement.

Each site received a numeric rating at the end of the visit.

Peer Mentoring and Bonding

It didn’t take long for the coordinators in the different regions to
figure out the importance of forming relationships with each
other. In fact, coordinators started to hold informal regional
meetings following the state’s monthly meetings, where they
shared ideas and worked through specific issues unique to
their areas. This was particularly useful since the programs
were spread throughout Georgia and each region came with its
own set of problems and needs.

Alphabetic knowledge and

phonological awareness form
the basis of early decoding
and spelling, and both show a major
correlation with later reading
and spelling achievement.

Book Studies

Over the course of six months, the 54 program coordinators par-
ticipated in a series of books studies. Book assignments included
A Path to Follow: Learning to Listen to Parents (1999) and Children’s
Literacy Development: Making it Happen through School, Family,
and Community Involvement (2004) by Dr. Patricia Edwards, and
Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young
American Children by Dr. Betty Hart and Dr. Todd Risley (1995).

Support from School Staff

The most successful programs were those that had a support-
ive administrator or principal. In addition, school staff had to
buy into the program as well. Pre-implementation and imple-
mentation surveys conducted by MGT of America (2003) found
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It didn’t take long for the
coordinators in the different
regions to figure out the importance
of forming relationships
with each other.

that between the first and second years of the program, there
was a 327 percent increase in the number of school staff mem-
bers who agreed or strongly agreed that family literacy services
increased over the school year. In addition, there was an 118
percent increase in the number of administrators who agreed
or strongly agreed that family members became more involved
in the family literacy program during the program year. Support
from these administrators made a difference in whether or not
the program was successful.

In-Depth Collaboration

Through a consortium of collaborators that included Head
Start, the Office of School Readiness (Georgia’s universal pre-K
program), private day care providers, the Georgia Department
of Technical and Adult Education, Even Start,
Connections, the Department of Family and Children Services,

Family

4-H Clubs, churches, senior citizen homes, department stores,
and grocery stores, the goals of the initiative were accom-
plished using structured, high-quality early intervention
strategies for the children and basic skills instruction for the
adults. Through the initiative, programs were able to provide
homework assistance for parents and children, as well as
interactive literacy activities that involved the parent and the
child together. These strategies worked not only to enhance the
performance of the school-aged children, but also to assist
preschool children as they prepared to enter kindergarten.
Coordinators also made visits to feeder daycare pro-
grams to distribute books and manipulatives and to conduct
workshops. In fact, coordinators conducted 352 reading work-
shops focused on scientifically based research for daycare
providers and visited 1,502 daycare programs. Daycare pro-
grams also received 24,776 free books through the REA grant.
Collaboration supported the programs in other ways as
well. When the coordinator from a small town in southern
Georgia was unable to find a way to help her families get to and
from the program, the local 4-H Club stepped in. Using the

club’s van, 4-H Club members provided families with trans-
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portation. In other instances, churches provided space as well as
transportation, and local taxi companies allowed programs to
offer vouchers to students for transportation to the programs.

Arange of supports and a clear vision linked to program
implementation formed the foundation for Georgia's REA pro-
gram. What, then, can we learn from this major undertaking
and its impact on participants?

Evaluation

The Georgia Department of Education was required by federal
law to hire an outside evaluator. This outside evaluator, MGT of
America, used existing data files, to the extent possible, to
answer evaluation questions. MGT also designed a uniformed
web-based statewide data collection system for use specifically
with Georgia's REA program.

The research conducted by MGT focused on three
questions aimed at examining how Georgia's family literacy
services supported capacity building in homes, schools, and
the larger community:

* To what extent is the family literacy program implemented
throughout the participating schools? Ninety-five percent
of school administrators agreed or strongly agreed that family

literacy services increased over the school year.

* To what extent do family literacy services affect the home
literacy environment? Eighty-six percent of the parents
reported using take-home packets. Ninety-two percent of the
parents reported that they were given ideas to use at home
with their children.

* Do family literacy services improve the quality and
coordination of community and other literacy resources?
Thirty-four percent of the administrators agreed that there
was better cooperation and coordination within the community

after the grant was implemented. (MGT of America, 2004)

Data about the implementation process was collected
from local school system grant coordinators, school adminis-
trators, literacy coaches, family literacy coordinators, and
instructional staff through the statewide web-based data col-
lection system. In addition, family literacy coordinators were
required to complete an extensive end-of-year report, which
was submitted electronically to the Georgia Department of
Education. Site coordinators were required to respond to a
series of activity and participation logs that were used to track
implementation variables. To validate the self-reported data,

MGT also conducted site visits to all of the schools. During
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Table 1. Results from 2003 and 2004 Program Years

2003 2004
Families served 2,752 3,718
Adults who:
Passed either a part of or the entire GED test (*) 6%  16%
Showed gains in English language learning 14%  85%
Reported reading and talking more to their children  70%  89%
Preschool children who showed gains in language/
social and emotional/physical and motor areas 55% 88%
School-age children (K-3)
Attendance rate 59% 95%
Grade promotion rate 76%  92%

*While these percentages may seem low, it is important to note
that funded programs were working with in-need families with very
low literacy skills. The numbers—273 in 2003 and 753 in 2004—

perhaps more accurately reflect the improvements made.

these visits, MGT conducted interviews and focus groups. In
addition, | visited each site at least three times a year to gather
data. Results from the 2003 and 2004 program years can be
found in Table 1.

4-H Club members provided families

with transportation. In other instances,

churches provided space as well
as transportation, and local taxi
companies allowed programs to offer
vouchers to students.

Implications for the Future

When REA funding expired, many districts were unable to con-
tinue offering family literacy services. In the end, only 39 per-
cent of the programs survived. The good news is that the 54
coordinators have not given up. Many are seeking other
sources of funding so they can continue to collaborate with the
community to offer family literacy services—services that have
the power to change people’s lives. For instance, José did learn
to write his name. He beamed proudly one day as he walked

into the program and signed his name for the very first time.
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The manager was so excited, she faxed me the sign-in ledger.
José was even prouder when he read a book of nursery rhymes
to his grandson for the first time during a parent and child
interactive literacy activity. Tarsha did obtain her GED, enabling
her to enroll in a specialized nursing training. She is well on
her way to fulfilling her dream: to pursue an education and
support her family.
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The Next Step Program

OVER QO MILLION ADULTS IN THE U.S. HAVE LOW
levels of literacy (Kirsch, Jungeblut, Jenkins, & Kolstad, n.d.).
Nearly 51 million Americans do not have their high school diploma
or GED. Fifty-eight percent of these individuals are also not
employed (OVAE, n.d.]). At the same time, legislative action,
such as Welfare-to-Work, School-to-Work, Job Training and
Partnership, and Workforce Investment, along with major
demographic shifts in the labor market and the continual expan-
sion of the U.S. economy, have led to substantial changes in
American business. As a result, many companies are finding
themselves in need of employees who possess a variety of work-
place skills, including the ability to read, write, use a computer,
solve problems, think critically, participate in meetings, and
write reports (Askov & Gordon, 1999; Seaman, Lynham, Ruona,
& Chermack, 2004). Increasingly, prospective employers require
GED-level educational attainment or more for an interview.

In Kentucky, nearly 340,000 adults ranging in age from 16
to 64 lack the minimal skills needed to function effectively in the
marketplace, workplace, community, or home. Additionally,
656,000 Kentucky adults have low literacy levels that are likely
to impede not only their own advancement but the development
of the state's economy (Jennings & Whitler, 1997). In 1998, the
Bullitt County (Kentucky) Adult Education Center implemented
a new approach to adult basic education and family literacy, an
approach that combines community resources while focusing
on the literacy, and workplace skills that participants need to
compete productively in the workforce: the Next Step® family

literacy program.

Thomas G. Reio, Jr., Karen L. Wormley, and Mike A. Boyle

Taking its framework from human capital theory—which
makes explicit the link between workers” educational develop-
ment on the one hand and community and workforce capacity
on the other—the Next Step program focuses on helping par-
ticipants obtain their GED and explore postsecondary educa-
tional options. By working closely with existing and prospective
businesses, the program also addresses the often daunting
needs of the local community to attract and retain businesses.
Next Step works to build the educated and skilled workforce

needed by today's market.

Human Capital Theory,

Human Resource Development, and

the Next Step Family Literacy Program

Shultz (1961) and Becker (1962] introduced human capital the-
ory as a way to understand the relevance of human beings as a
form of capital. Human capital theory supplies an economic
formula for justifying an investment in workplace learning
activities (Daley, Fisher, & Martin, 2000). According to the theory,
as people become more efficient and productive through edu-
cation and training, economic capital will become more effi-
cient as well. Thus, human capital theory can help demon-
strate that education and training offer a handsome return on
investment for an organization, a local economy, or a nation
(Hayes, Alagaraja, & Dooley, 2004). Ewert and Grace (2000) fur-
ther noted that human capital theory provides an intellectual
justification for education and training that support community
activities to increase skills and abilities.
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McLagan (1989) among others (such as Kuchinke, 2002;
Weinberger, 1998; Werner & DeSimone, 2006) defined human
resource development (HRDJ) as a set of systematic and
planned activities designed by an organization to provide its
members with the necessary skills to meet current and future
job demands. Workplace education programs, designed and
implemented by HRD professionals, focus on the literacy and
basic skills training that workers need to gain new employ-
ment, retain their present jobs, advance in their careers, or
increase productivity. Workplace learning may take place in an

Adult educators or human resource
professionals often work
with employers and employee groups
to determine what reading,
computation, speaking, and reasoning
skills are needed.

organizational context, either formally or informally, but is not
limited to the office or factory (Reio & Wiswell, 2000).
Workplace learning also includes educational activities that
take place in alternative settings, such as career and technical
colleges and adult educational centers. The Next Step family
literacy program, designed to increase individuals” skills and
abilities and thereby influence local capacity, is such an alter-
native setting.

When developing a workplace education program, adult
educators or human resource professionals often work with
employers and employee groups to determine what reading,
computation, speaking, and reasoning skills are needed to
enhance the job performance of participants. A successful work-
place education program requires strong partnerships between
educators, employers, and employees (Askov & Gordon, 1999).

Seaman and colleagues (2004) argued that as adult liter-
acy continues to emerge as a major challenge, organizations
must become attuned to the emerging literacy trends.
Undoubtedly, organizations can no longer ignore the challenge
of adult literacy or the role they can play in helping to develop
an educated workforce. The Next Step program illustrates
what the market's need for literate workers can mean for local

communities and programs.
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Family Literacy in Kentucky: The Next Step

In 1998, the Next Step program originated with an innovative
grant from the Cabinet for Workforce Development through
the Department of Adult Education and Literacy. The original
Next Step program goal was to target the 46.7 percent of
households in Bullitt County without a high school diploma or
GED, to focus on low-income families that were being left
behind by increases in technology, to provide a family education
support system, to provide family skills, and to build pathways
to better career opportunities. Karther (2002) reported that
fathers can have remarkable effects on children’s literacy and
concomitant school achievement. Unfortunately, males tradi-
tionally fail to participate in family literacy programs ( Askov &
Gordon, 1999). Therefore, another goal of Next Step has been to
recruit and retain a greater percentage of males than other
family literacy programs.

The Next Step family literacy program is offered to any
Bullitt County family without a high school diploma or GED.
Following an application process, an educational needs
assessment, and an interview session with an educational spe-
cialist, families are accepted into the program. The families
enrolled in the program are required to sign an educational
learning contract in which they agree to accomplish 50 pre-
scribed basic steps at the same time as they strive to meet
their own personalized family goals. The four major goals of
the Next Step program are to:

* Provide education and training
* Expose learners to technology
* Increase learner employability
* Improve learner life skills

The program is designed to achieve these goals as partic-
ipants complete the 50 basic steps and reach their family and
individual goals. Family goals, which are created and agreed
upon by the entire family as consistent with best family literacy
practice (Debruin-Parecki, Paris, & Siedenburg, 1997; Purton,
2000), may include developing a family budget, attending
parent-teacher conferences, increasing computer skills, or
decreasing debt. The program’s steps are designed to meet the
needs of the families while incorporating literacy, life, and
workplace components into simple learning activities. Many of
the steps, such as developing a budget, require participants to
practice their computer skills—an important component of

workforce literacy—at the same time as they work toward

REIO, WORMLEY, & BOYLE, HUMAN CAPITAL AND FAMILY LITERACY



Once a family has attended
at least 12 hours of individual and
family literacy activities,
Next Step provides the family
with a computer to use in the home.

meeting their family goals. Likewise, the step of filling out a job
application reinforces aspects of workplace literacy while
building written communication skills. Performing an Internet
search is one of the initial steps in the program. This task
exposes the family to the computer, typing, research, and the
skills necessary to “weed out” pertinent information—an
important aspect of literacy and comprehension (Jaffee, 2001).
Once a family has attended at least 12 hours of individual
and family literacy activities, Next Step provides the family with
a computer to use in the home. Families use the computers to
perform school- or work-related tasks, to prepare for the GED,
and to practice their computer skills. If they complete all 50
steps, families are allowed to keep the computers.
Throughout the course of the program, Next Step also
offers achievement awards; families that complete the entire
program receive a success award. The achievement awards
focus on specific tasks associated with parent education, inter-

active literacy, and workforce development, such as:
* Completing the enrollment and assessment process
* Beginning computer training

* Setting individual goals such as earning a GED, increasing

time management skills, or improving employability
* Receiving a computer for home use

* Developing an educational plan and family interactive

literacy activities

» Completing family debt worksheets

* Creating a budget

* Completing a vocational interest inventory
» Completing a work history assignment

* Preparing a résumé

* Practicing interviewing skills

* Taking the pre-GED examination

* Passing the GED examination

LITERACY HARVEST AND FAMILY LITERACY FORUM FALL 2005

The family success award—which represents the successful
completion of all individual and family goals, GED attainment,
and either parental employment or improved work skills—is
presented to families at a graduation ceremony. The computer
is officially granted to the families at this ceremony as a well-

earned reward for their success in the program.

Supporting Families

To support participants as they set and mark incremental
goals, the Next Step program fosters relationships between
the participants, community resources, and key program staff.
The Next Step program is based on a common model of family
literacy programming that includes components focusing on
early childhood education, adult education, parent education,
and interactive literacy activities. Two additional and innovative
aspects of Next Step, however, are geared to supporting fami-

lies” participation and development in the program.

Partnerships
In addition to reaching a population of learners who have not
been served by traditional means, Next Step family literacy
program directors have been able to foster partnerships with
local businesses, as well as the community at large. One note-
worthy partnership was established with the United Parcel
Service (UPS]. Coordinated by its human resources depart-
ment, UPS has donated and helped to repair each of the com-
puters awarded to the families in the Next Step program. Local
churches have regularly supplied volunteer tutors to Next Step
families, and health department representatives have offered
classes on health and immunizations. Further, the Cooperative
Extension Service, a Bullitt County community outreach pro-
gram, has offered classes on nutrition, driving safety, auto
upkeep, budgeting, and meal planning. The local police and fire
departments have provided classes on safety and other com-
munity issues. Local businesses have offered workshops on
building résumés and enhancing interview skills. To attract new
interviewees, human resource representatives from prospec-
tive employers have met with program participants; some of
these meetings have resulted in successful employment.
Arguably, the system of partnerships has advanced this
family literacy program by sharing and developing community
resources that local citizens can employ to meet their individ-
ual and family needs. Additionally, these advancements in lit-
eracy and workplace preparedness provide prospective
employers and local businesses with a better-equipped and

more literate workforce.
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Family Advocates

Another unique aspect of Next Step is the use of family advo-
cates who work directly with the families. While the instructors
focus on the educational, literacy, and workplace needs of the
learners, family advocates, who are available on a 24-hour
basis, focus primarily on the critical needs of families. The
main responsibilities of family advocates are to provide support
and to help remove some of the logistical barriers that can get
in the way obtaining employment or becoming involving in a
child’s education. For instance, advocates may be called upon
to provide transportation, help refer a family to an outside
agency, or assist families in managing appointments with doc-
tors and daycare. Sometimes, they simply provide an ear to a
frustrated learner.

Outcomes

Does Next Step meet the short- and long-term educational
goals of participants, such as basic skill enhancement and
increased employability? To begin to address this question, we
examined archival data, including attendance records; pre- and
post TABE test scores; GED test scores; interview question-
naires that ascertained gender, age, and ethnicity; grant appli-
cations; retention documentation; hours of study; and step
achievement evidence (primarily related to those activities out-
side of the educational realm). The participants included 105
adults (83 female and 22 male) enrolled in the Next Step pro-
gram in 2003-2004. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 63,
with a mean age of 32. One hundred and two were Caucasian,
two were Hispanic, and one was African American. On aver-
age, there were two children per family. Nine families had chil-
dren who qualified for free lunch in the Bullitt County public
school system.

Since its initiation in 1998, the Next Step program has
seen an increase in participation and retention (notably among
male participants), as well as an increase in the number of
individuals who have earned their GED. According to the data,
inthe 1998-1999 program year, Next Step had 48 active fami-
lies. Nine of these families had a member who earned a GED.
The program had a 15 percent male participation rate. Twenty-
nine computers were placed in the homes of the enrolled fami-
lies. In the 1999-2000 year, Next Step had 98 active families.
Forty participants earned a GED. Male participation had risen
to 23 percent. One hundred and twenty-six computers were
placed in the homes of the participating families.

In terms of other outcomes, in the 2003-2004 year, initial

TABE testing resulted in a mean language level of 6.9, a math
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level of 5.9, and a reading level of 7.6. Of those participants who
had been retested, the average grade level improvement was
1.6 in language and math and 1.0 in reading. Additionally, 99
individuals received their GED; 100 percent of students reached
their employment goals—66 percent of whom listed job attain-
ment or job skill improvement. Of particular note has been the
Next Step’s program’s ability to increase the number of male
participants. By 2004, the rate of male participation had
increased to 28 percent.

Conclusion

Desjardins (2001) asserted that learning has a positive impact
on the economic and social well-being of individuals as well as
society. Though we are unable to calculate the precise cost-
benefit ratio, evidence suggests the Next Step program has
enhanced the skills and abilities of participants and has there-
fore enhanced the reservoir of skills existing in the community.
According to human capital theory, the return on investment
from Next Step will continue to grow, eventually setting the
stage for further business investment by higher-paying indus-
tries. More research is needed to evaluate long-term goal
attainment, such as postsecondary transition and career
enhancement for those who have earned their GED. However,
preliminary research demonstrates that the Next Step family
literacy program has already made a positive impact on the

economic and social well-being of individuals as well as society.
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