

INTRODUCTION

It can be said that literacy should be everybody’s business.  However, the challenge is

 “How do we make it everybody’s business”?  One effort in that direction took place on May 30, 2002.  

Thanks to the Nevada Literate Community Project, the local Truckee Meadows Literate Community Committee took the lead and held a statewide Literacy Summit on May 30, 2002.  With the assistance of Vicki Newell, Literate Nevada Project coordinator, the Summit brought together close to 80 participants.  They represented state, county and local as well as public and private agencies with a significant interest and experience in the provision of literacy services.  Participants were guided through a series of exercises by a professional facilitator designed to surface statewide priorities, which, if met, would result in an increase in the level of literacy throughout the State.

As a result of this Summit, a Literacy White Paper was produced. The White Paper identifies the critical literacy issues and priorities for the State. It also includes a Literacy Profile with statistical information based upon the 2000 census.

It is my hope that the information contained in this “White Paper” can and will be used to further the advocacy and support for literacy services and programs statewide.

Nancy Cummings, Chairperson

Truckee Meadows Literate Community Committee
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Executive Summary

Literacy is one of the least understood critical issues of our time. The word literacy is bandied about loosely, most often referring to reading levels for school children or the lack of skill in adult learners. In reality, literacy is a much broader issue that is central to the success of communities. For the purposes of this discussion, literacy is defined:

A person’s ability to understand and employ information and compute and solve problems in daily activities, at home, at work, and in the community to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and potential.

 Literacy proficiency is the foundation of a person’s ability to contribute to a community’s economic and social stability. It is a key factor in workforce development, basic needs and community survival. Literacy is comprehensive, focusing on a broad range of factors that impede an individual’s capacity to read, fill out basic forms, process basic math problems, understand the implications of a media story, use a computer and help their child with homework. Literacy programs and services must create opportunities to address the underlying factors, which create a lack of literacy in an individual and address the real needs of society to have a literate population.

Unfortunately, literacy indicators in the State of Nevada often paint a dismal picture. For instance, Nevada ranks 50th in the nation in the number of 18-24 year olds without a high school diploma or General Equivalency Degree (GED). Nevada ranks 49th out of 50 states in the number of 16-19 year old school dropouts.

The challenge is two-fold: 

· First, literacy must be reframed, creating a broad understanding that literacy is more than just the ability to read and write and that literacy proficiency directly impacts the health and quality of life of our community. Second, Nevada must build on existing high-quality literacy programs to create a comprehensive system of services to address the needs of Nevadans. 

· Second, community leaders and the public must gain a greater awareness that inexpensive, culturally appropriate, high-quality programs are available to serve the broad range of literacy needs. Next, meaningful, appropriate data must be collected on a statewide-basis to determine where gaps in services occur. Finally, resources must be allocated to address gaps in service as identified.

There is broad consensus among literacy advocates and providers on the following statewide priorities: 

· Maintain existing funding and fill gaps in funding for comprehensive literacy services. 

· Gather and use appropriate data to determine needs. 
· Create an integrated structure that includes cradle to grave literacy programs supported by integrated funding streams. 
· Create a central information center with comprehensive information on available literacy services that is easily accessible by providers and users. 

· Provide more culturally appropriate ESL services for adults and children to match the growth in ESL population. 

· Create a public awareness campaign with a standard literacy message, which broadens the public’s perceptions about literacy programs and services as well as needs.  

· Create incentives for businesses to participate and allow/encourage their employees to participate in literacy programs. 

It is time for leaders within the State of Nevada to understand and embrace the critical nature of literacy as it affects Nevadans. Literacy proficiency is essential to business, individuals, families and communities. The public must understand and support literacy as a broad-based, holistic concept. Services to improve literacy levels must be accessible culturally, financially and geographically to all Nevadans.

Critical Issues

Public Awareness


The public understanding of literacy needs to be reframed on several levels. The perception is that an individual is either literate or isn’t literate while the reality is literacy encompasses a broad range of functionality and individual ability is measured on a scale of competency. 

· Literacy is comprehensive. Literacy includes language, computation, life skills, computer skills, media consumption and others. Deficiencies in literacy affect every aspect of an individual and/or families’ life. 

· Literacy is a family affair. Low literacy proficiency for any member of a family affects all other members of the family. 

· Literacy is a community issue. Low literacy proficiency has a direct impact on economic development, public education, and other societal institutions. 

· Literacy is essential. The literacy proficiency of members of a community effects businesses, the economy, community, education and quality of life.

Accessibility

Every Nevadan should have access to appropriate literacy services as necessary to increase their personal quality of life as well as to increase their ability to be an active, productive member of society. Existing literacy programs provide a broad range of services targeted to a diverse range of populations. There must to be a greater public awareness that services are available, culturally appropriate, inexpensive and welcoming. Potential clients need to be educated that an increase in literacy proficiency is directly connected to increased employment opportunities and to an increase in overall quality of life. The stigma associated with participating in a literacy program must be mitigated and eventually reduced through a broader understanding of literacy competency. Factors that influence accessibility are:

· Lack of Public Awareness – As mentioned earlier, the public does not generally recognize the broad range of literacy competencies and further is often not aware of services available in their community. 
· Lack of Appropriate Data for Determining Need - A lack of comprehensive data makes it difficult to accurately assess needs by population. A similar lack of consistent data makes is difficult to accurately measure outcomes across programs and across geographic boundaries. It is important that data be collected to demonstrate that literacy needs are critical and that literacy programs and services create quantifiable improvement. Data is also necessary to demonstrate the economic impact of low literacy proficiency.

· System Fragmentation - Literacy programs and services are sponsored by a wide range of agencies both public and private with funding streams from multiple departments within the state organizational system. It is difficult for both providers and clients to stay abreast of available services.

· Geographic Distance – The unique nature of the State of Nevada often makes it difficult to ensure that a broad range of culturally appropriate services is available in every community.

Priorities 

There is general consensus among service providers regarding priorities that must be addressed to improve the level of literacy in the State of Nevada.

· Maintain existing funding and fill gaps in funding for comprehensive literacy services. It is critical that existing literacy services are not sacrificed as a result of the current economic climate. Advocates and leaders within the literacy community must make clear to decision makers that Nevada’s citizens and communities cannot afford to lose existing programs. 
· Gather and use appropriate data to determine needs. Resources must be dedicated to continuing existing efforts to create common data collection methods statewide and to implement common outcome measurements for literacy efforts. Nevada must establish a baseline to determine statewide literacy needs with data separated by community through a comprehensive assessment process.
· Create an integrated structure that includes cradle to grave literacy programs supported by integrated funding streams. Literacy programs will not be ultimately effective if they operate in a vacuum. It is counterproductive to segment the literacy needs of an individual based on their age or where they might access services. Disparate funding streams often unintentionally create barriers to integrations by requiring widely varying level of reporting and outcome measurements. Efforts must be made to integrate funding and therefore integrate services as appropriate. The end product of these efforts should be a seamless system that meets client’s needs regardless of where they enter the system.
· Create a central information center with comprehensive information on available literacy services that is easily accessible by providers and users. Even with a fully integrated system, literacy programs should be provided by agencies that are the most accessible to a wide variety of publics. Because literacy services will continue to be provided by a broad variety of public and private organizations, it is necessary to have timely, accessible information available to clients and service providers on the broad range of services available. While web-based products may seem the most effective, they may not always be the most accessible to clients in need of literacy services. 
· Provide more culturally appropriate ESL services for adults and children to match the growth in ESL population.  Even before a formal needs assessment is conducted, it is clear that we do not have sufficient services for English as a Second Language learners. As our population grows, so does the need for additional services in this area. Many of our industries rely on immigrant populations as the foundation of their workforce. It is critical that Nevada develop a talented pool of individuals that are trained to work with second language learners and who understand cultural nuances as they affect learning. Program providers face an additional challenge when clients have low literacy proficiency in their primary language. New resources and new approaches are necessary to address this rapidly growing population.
· Create a public awareness campaign with a standard literacy message, which broadens the public’s perceptions about literacy programs and services as well as needs.  The lack of public awareness about the role of literacy in a society as well as about the availability of services is a common theme of this White Paper. Providers universal recognize the need for a strategy to raise awareness on a statewide and community-by-community basis.
· Create incentives for businesses to participate and allow/encourage their employees to participate in literacy programs. An often overlooked target population for literacy efforts is the business community. Employees with higher literacy proficiency are more efficient and effective and increase company productivity. It is often necessary to reach potential literacy clients at their place of employment. Private/public partnerships have shown great promise for increasing the overall level of literacy in the State of Nevada. Incentives are an effective means of encouraging business owners to take a proactive stance.
Literacy Profile

The following information, unless otherwise noted, is from the 2000 U.S. Census: 

The number of individuals 25 and older that lack a high school diploma


Nevada
253,374


Clark Co. 
184,998

Washoe Co.
  35,626

The number of 18-24 year olds who lack a high school diploma/GED


Nevada
59,389


Clark Co.
43,428


Washoe Co.
 9,077

Nevada ranks 50th out of the 50 states in the number of 18-24 year olds without a high school diploma/GED

Nevada ranks 49th out of 50 states in the number of 16-19 year old dropouts (Kids Count)


Language other than English spoken at home


Nevada
23.1%


Clark Co.
26%


Washoe Co.
19.9%

207,687 or 11.2% of Nevada residents 5 years and older speak English less than “very well”.

163,355 or 12.8% of Clark County residents 5 years and older speak English less than “very well”.

30,020 or 9.5% of Washoe County residents 5 years and older speak English less than “very well”.


The number of families living in poverty


Nevada
37,877

7.5%


Clark Co.
26,886

7.9%


Washoe Co.
  5,629

6.7%

The number of related children in families under 18 living in poverty


Nevada
66,679

13.5%


Clark Co.
48,035

14.1%



Washoe Co.
10,018

12.2%




The national average cost of serving an adult student in literacy education is $365.00 per year  

The cost to house a prisoner in a correctional institute is $16,000 per year 

A 1% reduction in recidivism saves taxpayers $1.5 million per year 
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