
 
 
  

Literacy Facts 

 About D.C. LEARNs 

Our Mission: 
 

To lead an active coalition of 
Washington, DC literacy 
programs, learners and 
supporters, and work with 
them to strengthen literacy 
services and present a strong 
and unified voice on the 
importance of literacy as an 
investment in the community. 
 
Our work includes helping 
D.C. residents find appropriate 
literacy programs, training 
teachers, providing additional 
resources to programs, and 
helping policymakers 
understand the need for 
literacy services. For example: 
 
Our Adult Education 
Professional Development 
Center trains teachers and 
tutors from literacy programs 
throughout the city. 
 
Our AmeriCorps program, 
Literacy*AmeriCorps- DC, 
recruits AmeriCorps members 
to serve for one years as 
teachers at adult education 
programs across the District. 
 
How to Contact Us: 
 
1612 K Street, NW 
Washington, DC 20006 
 
202.331.0141 (phone) 
202. 331.0143 (fax) 
 
www.dclearns.org 
www.twitter.com/DCLEARNs 
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Who Do Adult Literacy Programs Serve? 

Adult literacy programs serve adult learners who are 16 years and older, and who 
have one or more of the following needs: 

 They do not have basic education skills. 
 They do not have a high school diploma or its equivalence. 
 They need to improve their ability to speak, read, or write English  

Adult literacy programs (often referred to in the field as adult education programs) 
include: adult basic education (ABE) for adults who need to improve their reading, 
writing, or math skills, GED preparation, External Diploma Programs (EDP, an 
alternative high school diploma program), English as a Second Language (ESL), 
computer classes, workplace education and training, family literacy, learning 
disabilities, and services to seniors and institutionalized individuals. These 
programs are provided either free or at minimal cost to adult learners. 

How Are Programs Funded? 

The District is unique in that the majority of adult literacy and basic skills 
instruction is conducted by nonprofit, community-based organizations. The city 
provides funding support for many of these programs through a mixture of local and 
federal dollars, under the auspices of the Office of the State Superintendent for 
Education (OSSE). OSSE is responsible for re-granting the federal dollars that are 
made available for adult literacy and basic education programs through Title II of 
the Workforce Investment Act.  
 
D.C. LEARNs estimates that programs that receive public support likely serve the 
majority of adult learners in the District. However, due to the mixture of public and 
private funding sources, D.C. LEARNs is unable to determine definitively how many 
learners are served exclusively via public dollars. Most of adult education programs 
receive no public funds; they receive only private funding. 
 

What is the current need? 

 
In April 2010, DC LEARNs collected the below information from OSSE and from its 
subgrantees: 
 

 OSSE funded programs serve only about 7000 learners—8% of the need.  
 At least 23 out of 25 adult education programs surveyed have experienced 

an increase in demand for their services over the last year.  
 Seventeen of those programs have waiting lists, with a total of over 560 

students currently on those lists.  
 The average waiting time is about two months.  
 Eight programs of those programs have had to cut staff within the past year. 
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Why Should the District Support Adult Education? 

Adult Education Strengthens Workforce and Economic Development 

 Learners achieve significant annual wage gains within 18 months after program exit, 
ranging from $1817 to $2579, an 18 to 25 percent gain for minimum wage workers. 
(Source: U.S. Department of Commerce's Educational Attainment in the United 
States) 

 
 Literacy has a profound impact on family income. Forty three percent of adults at the 

lowest level of literacy proficiency live in poverty compared with four percent of 
adults with strong literacy skills. (The State of Literacy in America, 1998) 

 
 A rise in of 1% in literacy scores leads to a 2.5% rise in labor productivity and a 

1.5% rise in GDP per person. (The Economist, August 28, 2004) 
 
 American businesses are estimated to lose over $60 billion in productivity each year 

due to employees' lack of basic skills. (U.S. Department of Education, 1998) 
 
Adult Education Greatly Impacts Child Education 

 Researchers funded by the National Institutes of Health concluded that programs to 
boost the academic achievement of children from low income neighborhoods might 
be more successful if they also provided adult literacy education to parents. This 
conclusion was based on their finding that a mother's reading skill is the greatest 
determinant of her children’s future academic success, outweighing other factors, 
such as neighborhood and family income. See 
http://www.nih.gov/news/health/oct2010/nichd-25.htm) 

 There is a potential significant impact that a primary caregiver’s literacy level has on 
the academic success of his or her children. According to data from the National 
Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), only 27 percent of parents with children 
under age eight with below-basic literacy levels, report reading to their children five 
or more days a week.  

 
 Data from the NAAL show that as literacy levels of caregivers increase, so does the 

time spent reading to their children. This number nearly doubles to 50 percent for 
parents who scored at the “proficient” level of literacy. 

(National Center for Education Statistics, Literacy in Everyday Life: Results 
from the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (Washington, 
DC: 2007). There are four literacy/quantitative performance levels assessed 
by the NAAL: Below Basic, Basic, Intermediate, and Proficient. 

         See http://nces.ed.gov/NAAL/perf_levels.asp.) 

 
 Given the critical need for parental participation in the academic development and 

success of their children, improving adult literacy must assume a high priority in the 
city’s efforts to improve the lives of its residents. (Mayor's Adult Literacy Council 
Report, 2008) 

 
Adult Education Issues Are Healthcare Issues 

 Annual health care costs in the U.S. are four times higher for individuals with low 
literacy skills than they are for individuals with high level literacy skills. 
(ProLiteracy Worldwide) 

 
 The health care industry estimates $73 billion per year of unnecessary health care 

expenses attributable to poor literacy. (Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Statistics, 
2004) 

 
 


