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Family literacy refers to a continuum of programs that addresses the intergenerational nature of literacy.  Under the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act, Title II of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998, family literacy programs must integrate (1) interactive literacy activities between parent and child; (2) training in parenting activities; (3) literacy training that leads to economic self-sufficiency; (4) age appropriate education to prepare children for success in school and life experiences. 

The essence of family literacy is that parents are supported as the first teachers of their children.  Programs work with individuals as well as with the family unit.  While family literacy programs provide developmental experiences for young children, their parents are offered instruction in parenting skills and parental support to change patterns of family interaction.  Programs also work to enhance the literacy skills of parents and extend learning opportunities to include pre-employment and employment skills. 

Need

· The National Literacy Act defines literacy as "an individual's ability to read, write, and speak in English, compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job and in society, to achieve one's goals, and develop one's knowledge and potential." 

· More than 20 percent of adults read at or below a fifth-grade level – far below the level needed to earn a living wage. The National Adult Literacy Survey found that over 40 million Americans age 16 and older have significant literacy needs. 

· Forty-three percent of people with the lowest literacy skills live in poverty; 17 percent receive food stamps, and 70 percent have no job or only a part-time job.  

· Family income greatly affects a youth's chances of dropping out.  Youths at high-income levels are much more likely to remain in school than those at the lower income levels.

· Children's literacy levels are strongly linked to the educational level of their parents, especially their mothers.  Parental income and marital status are both important predictors of success in school, but neither is as significant as having a mother (or primary caregiver) who completed high school.  

· Children of parents who are unemployed and have not completed high school are five times more likely to drop out than are children of employed parents. 

Delivery System

Family literacy services are generally provided in the child’s school setting.  While their children learn in nearby classrooms, parents pursue their own educational goals – Adult Basic Education, GED preparation, or parenting skills courses.  During the day, parents and children work and play together, giving parents the chance to increase their skills as their children's first teachers-their most important teachers.

· In family literacy programs, parents and children attend school together as a family.  Education is a family value passed from one generation to the next.  Isolating the adult or the child in separate programs does not fully address the literacy needs of the family as a unit.

· In the adult classroom, parents work on basic educational skills, English language instruction and workplace skills.  Their ultimate goals vary from attaining their GED to being better able to enter the workplace. No matter what their personal goals are, parents all want a better future for their families.

· One component that separates family literacy programs from other literacy programs is Parent and Child Together (PACT) time.  During this time, families come together to work and play.  Children pick the activities; parents follow their lead and find that they learn with and from their children.  Many parents realize here for the first time how much impact their teaching can have on their children.

· Another important feature of family literacy programs is the Parent Time.  During this time, parents discuss topics that affect their lives, such as child discipline, self-esteem or how to obtain services available to them.  Many programs use this time to build pre-employment and life skills.

Outcomes

Participants in family literacy programs usually include children, single parents, or another close family member.  In most programs, the term parent refers to anyone fulfilling the responsibilities usually associated with the parent of a child or children over a sustained period of time.  Family literacy programs are often found as an integral component of larger adult education programs, while other family literacy services are offered as a separate program under adult education auspices.

Through intensive education of more than one generation, family literacy programs build on families' strengths and provide the tools and support they need to become stronger and more self-sufficient.

· As the education level of adults improves, so does their children's success in school. Helping low-literate adults improve their basic skills has a direct and measurable impact on both the education and quality of life of their children. 

· Children of adults who participate in literacy programs improve their grades and test scores, improve their reading skills, and are less likely to drop out. 

· As a mother's education increases, the likelihood that her child is read to increases.  In 1996, 77 percent of children whose mothers were college graduates were read aloud to every day.  The percentage of children read to decreases to 62 percent for post-secondary education mothers, 49 percent for high school graduate mothers, and 37 percent for high school dropout mothers.

· Adults stay enrolled in family literacy programs longer than in most adult-only programs, and their attendance rate is higher.

· Children participating in family literacy programs in 15 cities made gains at least three times greater than would have been expected based on their pre-enrollment rate of development. 

· Adults significantly improve their self-confidence, confidence in their parenting abilities, and in their employment status (29 percent increase).

· Children showed an 80 percent increase in reading books, and made twice as many trips to the library.

· According to the National Center for Family Literacy (NCFL), 51 percent of adults earned their GED or the equivalent while participating in family literacy programs; 43 percent became employed, compared with 14 percent before enrolling; 13 percent enrolled in higher education or training programs and another 11 percent continued in GED programs; and 23 percent of those who were on public assistance when they enrolled became self-sufficient. 

· Family literacy programs offer an alternative to traditional approaches to adult education, early childhood education, or stand-alone parent programs for the most vulnerable adults and children.

· Research suggests that parents who make a commitment to attend family literacy programs regularly make significant improvements in academic performance, in their relationships with their children and with other adults, and in their view of themselves. 

Policy Implications

By using a comprehensive and holistic approach to education, family literacy programs are making great strides in helping families break the cycle of low literacy, poverty, and hopelessness.

· Emerging research studies assert that children's motivation to succeed in school is influenced by the educational achievement of their parents.  Cognitive science research stresses the impact of the family and social environment on cognitive development and literacy acquisition of children.  Parental involvement in their children's schools influence student achievement, attendance, motivation, self concept and behavior.  Parents who read to their children, have books in their home, exhibit a positive attitude toward school and establish high achievement goals for their children tend to have higher achievers than parents who do not.  Adults who have not mastered the basic skills cannot model appropriate literacy behavior and often pass on to their children the attitudes and abilities that keep them from breaking the cycle of illiteracy.  This intergenerational connection should be emphasized with policy makers who focus solely on literacy for adults or solely on literacy for children. 

· According to one study, of parents who participated in family literacy programs 14 percent received GED certification during the program year, and another 16 percent passed parts of the exam or had scheduled the exam after the program year had ended.  By the end of the program year, more than 90 percent of formerly "at-risk" children were judged by their teacher as ready for entry into kindergarten with no expected academic or social difficulties.  These children demonstrated significant growth in behavior, use of language, and development of pre-academic skills. 

· In a follow-up study conducted by NCFL, 53 adults and 98 children were evaluated after leaving the program.  The following results demonstrate the effectiveness of family literacy programs in terms of helping adults become better parents, workers, and community members.

-- One year after leaving the program, 66 percent of adults were either in some form of higher or continuing education program, had definite plans for enrolling, or were employed.

-- Thirty-five percent were employed, while fewer than 10 percent were employed at the time they enrolled in the program. 

-- After two years, none of the children had been held back in school. 

-- Over three-fourths of these children were rated by their current kindergarten or grade-school teacher as average or above average on academic performance, motivation to learn, support from parents, relations with other students, attendance, classroom behavior, self confidence, and probable success in school.

· NCFL documented the results of high quality, federally funded Even Start programs to show what can be expected of programs when implemented according to the Even Start mandate.  Data was collected from 30 sites across the country in 1997.  The following results show how adults made significant changes in their lives due to participation in family literacy programs.

-- Fifty-four percent seeking educational credentials received the GED or its equivalent. 

-- Forty-five percent of those on public assistance reduced the amount they received or ceased to receive aid altogether. 

-- Forty percent were enrolled in some higher education or training program. 

-- Fifty percent of those not currently enrolled in an education or training program are employed. 

· It is estimated that the cost of retaining one child is $2,546 per grade, the cost of special education services per child is estimated to be up to $8,828 per year, and the estimated cost on lost taxes and welfare and criminal justice expenditures for one student who drops out of school before graduation is as much as $200,000.  Family literacy programs have demonstrated that they can positively impact a child’s educational progress.
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Recommended Resources

National Center for Family Literacy

325 West Main Street, Suite 200

Louisville, KY  40202-4251

502-584-1133

http://www.famlit.org
Even Start Family Literacy Program 
U.S. Department of Education 
400 Maryland Avenue SW 
Washington, DC 20202 
202-260-0991 
www.ed.gov/offices/OESE/CEP/programs.html#prog3 

For more information on literacy-related policy issues, visit the National Institute for Literacy’s web site at http://www.nifl.gov.  For more information on this Fact Sheet, contact Christy Gullion at 202-233-2033 or cgullion@nifl.gov. 


