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“Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.”
- Frederick Douglass
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The smartest, most cost-effective investment of California’s tax dollars is creating a state of
strong readers.
Nationally, low literacy costs more than $225 billion in lost workforce productivity and tax
revenue. 1
But teach someone to read and they’ll get a
higher-paying job simply because they can
take a written test. When they land a higherpaying job, the government pays less to take
care of that Californian—and their family. A
Californian with a higher-paying job also pays
more taxes to support public services,
including investment in programs to increase
the number of strong readers.
Strong readers are less likely to be
incarcerated. Some 72 percent of prison
Rosemary and Oxana
inmates in the U.S. have low literacy skills. 2 The
lower a person’s reading level, the more likely they are to live in poverty. Today, nearly four in 10
Californians either live in poverty or on its edge. 3
This year, the Business Roundtable said improving reading skills
was essential to end the “skills gap” facing many employers.4
Their study noted that:
 48 percent of African American Fourth Graders, 45 percent of
Hispanic Fourth Graders and 44 percent of low-income
Fourth Graders had below basic reading skills.
 Nationally, only 26 percent of high school students met
college readiness benchmarks in all four subjects: English,
reading, math and science. One out of three students met
none of those benchmarks, according to the 2015 ACT
college and career readiness report.

“I’m thankful for the
opportunity this program
provides. It provides a safe
first step for anyone wanting
to improve their reading,
writing, listening and
speaking. On my side, I am
rewarded by being able to
make a positive
difference for the incredible,
highly motivated individuals
I meet there.”
(Sharon, Volunteer Tutor, CLLS)

1 http://www.ncalamerica.org/AdultEDFacts&Figures1215.pdf
2 72% of the adult prison population performs below Level Three on the PIAAC literacy scale compared with 52% of
the general population (2014). https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2016/2016040.pdf.
3 http://www.ppic.org/publication/poverty-in-california/.
4 http://businessroundtable.org/sites/default/files/BRT_Why_Reading_Matters_12192016.pdf
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For over 30 years, the state of California has provided literacy services for nearly a quarter of a
million adult learners through the California Library Literacy Services program, which helps local
libraries provide free learning opportunities and services to low literacy adults.
During the fiscal year ending June 30, 2016:
 101 library jurisdictions participated in the
library literacy program;
 17,481 adult Californians improved their
reading and writing skills with the help of
almost 10,000 volunteer tutors;
 $13 million worth of volunteer hours were
logged; and
 $16.7 million in local contributions
augmented the $4.7 million that was
awarded to the local library literacy
programs by the state.

Mark E. and Michael M.

CALIFORNIA LIBRARY LITERACY SERVICES
A lot has changed in the 32 years since the California Library
Literacy Services program was created as the California
Library Literacy and English Acquisition Services program.
However, English-speaking adults who struggle with basic
reading and writing skills remain the program’s primary
targets.
Adult Learners are provided with one-on-one or small group
instruction by trained volunteer tutors based on each
individual’s pace and goals. Services are provided
confidentially in a non-threatening library environment—
crucial qualities in supporting adults who don’t have the
skills to attend and succeed in traditional classroom-based
programs.

“Over the years that Amador
and I have been working
together, we’ve become great
friends. I admire his dedication
to learning and am glad to be
able to help him pursue his
goals. He’s a great role model
for his daughters. I look
forward to our weekly
meetings, catching up with him
about life, laughing, working
together and seeing the
transformative progress he’s
made.”
(Liz, Volunteer Tutor, CLLS)

Library literacy services generally work with the lowest level learners—often learners who are
intimidated by a local adult school or community college classroom setting. Referrals between
library literacy programs and adult schools help to provide each student the level and type of
service most suited to their needs – although this coordination is more effective in some
jurisdictions than others.
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With additional investment, library literacy programs can play a bigger role in supporting family
literacy services and teaching broader life skills like digital and health literacy as well as job skills
training, helping adults obtain high school diplomas, and preparing adults to move towards
becoming United States citizens.
A total of 101 of California’s 184 library jurisdictions
currently participate in this program, although others wish
to join. State funds are used to purchase materials,
provide staffing to coordinate the program locally, and
provide training for volunteers and coordinators.
California Library Literacy Services programs generate an
excellent return on investment. Each state dollar is
leveraged at an average rate of $4 to $5 in local and
private funds.

“We value the
autonomy of local
literacy services. Each
is unique because it is
locally designed to
meet the specific needs
of the diverse
community it
represents.”
(California Library Literacy Services)

In the 2015-2016 fiscal year, local expenditure for librarybased literacy efforts was $16.7 million compared to the
state’s $4.7 million. There were 17,481 adult Californians who participated in library literacy
services. Their reading and writing skills were improved with the help of 9,772 volunteer tutors.
The success of these one-on-one partnerships can be found in the Outcomes section.
The estimated value of volunteer hours logged was over $13 million, using the Independent
Sector index for the 2016 Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Although funding for this program was zeroed out in the 2011-2012 fiscal year, Gov. Brown has
since increased ongoing
spending to $4.7 million.
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OUTCOMES
The difference that California Library Literacy Services makes in the lives of the adults they serve
is measured in part through California’s unique Roles and Goals tool.
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FAMILY LITERACY
A number of studies catalogue the socio-economic costs caused when pupils don’t read at their
grade level as early as Grade Three. According to one national study:
 One in six children who aren’t reading
proficiently in Grade Three does not
graduate from high school on time—a rate
four times greater than that for proficient
readers.

Family
Literacy

 The failure-to-graduate rate is highest for
low to below-basic readers: 23 percent of
these children drop out or fail to finish high
school on time, compared to 9 percent of
children with basic reading skills and 4 percent of
proficient readers. 5

Many local literacy programs invest in family literacy
programs in which adult learners with children
ages five and under are provided additional
instruction in reading to children, selecting age
appropriate children’s books and using activities
such as songs, finger plays and word games
designed to promote the enjoyment of reading.
Family literacy training stresses the use of
children’s books and the importance of reading
to children. Adult learners also receive help in
selecting books on topics such as parenting,
childcare, health, nutrition and family life
education, and are offered training on how to
create a reading-rich environment at home.
-California Library Literacy Services

5

This additional instruction ensures that these
children of low literate adults are better
prepared to start and succeed in school,
reducing the risk of having their own struggles
with literacy and helping them achieve grade
level reading.

http://www.aecf.org/resources/double-jeopardy/

CALIFORNIA STATE LIBRARY

7

Reading success is built before kids enter kindergarten. The Campaign for Grade Level Reading
reports that 6:
 Only 36 percent of children in low-income families are read to daily. These are the children at
the highest risk of developing literacy issues. But even among higher income families two out
of five children aren’t read to daily.
 Some 61 percent of families living in poverty have no children’s books in their homes.
 Parents who may not have been read to as children – or cannot read themselves -- may not
realize the tremendous value of reading to their own children.

Dedicated state funding was once provided for library-based family literacy but currently isn’t.
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http://gradelevelreading.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/FACE-Research.pdf
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OUTREACH AND PARTNERSHIPS
California Library Literacy Services programs—like other
library programs— move outside library walls and into
their communities as a matter of course. Programs
supported by the State Library can be found in migrant
camps, at social services sites, and throughout the nonprofit community.
Local literacy programs are also encouraged to develop
partnerships with adult education consortia and local
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act boards to
better serve California’s common goal of an educated and
employable workforce.
California’s Adult Education Consortia: Librarians are
valued partners in these regional consortia, created
through Assembly Bill 86 and Assembly Bill 104 in 2013,
because of the role that library literacy services play in
developing the reading and writing skills necessary to benefit
from adult and community college education.
Workforce Development: According to the U.S. Department of Labor, public libraries have
played an important role in addressing the employment-related needs of American workers, job
seekers and employers. The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014 recognizes this
role by specifically identifying public libraries as partners in American Job Centers - the first time
federal law has done so.
Many library literacy programs
embrace this role and provide
assistance with writing resumes,
completing job applications,
taking professional exams,
obtaining high school diplomas or
certificates and improving general
literacy skills needed to get a job
or advance in a current
occupation.
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POLICY CONSIDERATIONS: BETTER STATEWIDE COORDINATION COULD
IMPROVE IMPACTS
The library literacy program is part of a network of entities charged either explicitly or implicitly
with ensuring California’s children and adults are the strongest readers they can be. Public
schools, pre-schools, adult education, community colleges, public libraries and numerous
nonprofits all work either locally, statewide or nationally
to improve reading skills for parents and adults. But there
is a lack of coordination of effort.
Some parts of the state, like Alameda County, have
championed programs in which older students serve as
mentors to younger ones. Libraries often work with
schools to share books with students of all grades.
“Bookleggers” is the name of Alameda County’s program,
which has been adopted -- sometimes under different
names -- by various libraries around the state.
Numerous non-profits including First Five, Superstars
Literacy and the Campaign for Grade Level Reading also
encourage improved reading skills through direct
contributions or volunteer efforts.
Reach Out and Read, for example, uses the
parent-doctor relationship to provide a book to
a child at their wellness exam up to age five.
Begun in Boston, there are now 5,600 programs
nationwide distributing 6.5 million books to 4.4
million early learners. The California State
Library has, in the past, funded a unique and
model program developed by California Reach
Out and Read that created more than 300
partnerships between library literacy programs
and Reach Out and Read sites. The program
enabled medical clinics to provide early literacy
intervention during children’s well-baby visits by
connecting families with library literacy
programs. Libraries are now a recognized part
of the national Reach Out and Read program.
These varied efforts lack statewide coordination
to deploy resources most cost-effectively. As
noted above, more than two years ago, this
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administration earmarked $22.5 million to encourage adult schools and community colleges to
work with other local partners, like libraries, to improve offerings for immigrants and boost
vocational training and re-training. These “AB86 consortia,” are in place throughout the state.
But different jurisdictions report differing levels of communication and cooperation. A statewide
literacy council can assist in ensuring a more uniform level of cooperation.
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FY 2015/2016 CLLS Awards
Library Literacy Program

Adult
Literacy

Family

ELLI

MLLS

CLLS Award
Amount
15/16

Alameda County Library

√

131,122

Alameda Free Library

√

39,714

Altadena Library District

√

25,165

Amador County Library

√

29,226

Anaheim Public Library*

√

18,000

Azusa City Library

√

21,094

Beaumont Library District

√

25,972

Benicia Public Library

√

√

23,389

Berkeley Public Library

√

√

59,167

Beverly Hills Public Library

√

Brawley Public Library

√

Burbank Public Library

√

Butte County Library

√

Calaveras County Library

√

31,135

Calexico (Camarena) Library

√

23,756

Carlsbad City Library

√

56,655

Chula Vista Public Library

√

28,859

Colton Public Library

√

Colusa County Library

√

Commerce Public Library

√

Contra Costa County Library

√

Corona Public Library

√

26,911

Covina Public Library

√

31,372

Del Norte County Library

√

Downey City Library

√

12

32,969
√

√

25,315
29,764

√

√

35,456

√
√
√

√

√

40,205

25,652
26,157
70,116

25,341
35,451
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Library Literacy Program

Adult
Literacy

Family

ELLI

MLLS

CLLS Award
Amount
15/16

Escondido Public Library

√

√

Fresno County Library

√

√

Glendora Public Library

√

Hayward Public Library

√

Hemet Public Library

√

23,844

Humboldt County Library

√

31,703

Huntington Beach Library

√

Imperial County Library

√

22,959

Imperial Public Library

√

20,333

Lake County Library

√

Livermore Public Library

√

40,997

Lodi Public Library

√

31,472

Lompoc Public Library

√

27,356

Los Angeles Public Library

√

Menlo Park Public Library

√

47,444

Merced County Library

√

39,790

Monrovia Public Library

√

35,771

Monterey County Library

√

√

Monterey Park (Bruggemeyer)

√

√

√

36,599

Napa City-County Library

√

√

√

46,876

National City Public Library

√

√

√

45,267

Nevada County Library

√

28,328

Newport Beach Public Library

√

40,805

Oakland Public Library

√

Oceanside Public Library

√

Orange County Public Library

√

Placer County Library

√

29,790

Pleasanton Public Library

√

35,761
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45,595
√

65,467
25,604
56,318

√

53,357

√

√

28,855

√

196,222

√

√

√

40,892

64,669
27,301

√

93,302
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Library Literacy Program

Adult
Literacy

Family

ELLI

MLLS

CLLS Award
Amount
15/16

Plumas County Library

√

√

√

67,450

Porterville Public Library

√

√

√

24,519

Rancho Cucamonga Public Library

√

Redwood City Public Library

√

Richmond Public Library

√

127,107

Riverside County Library

√

24,527

Riverside Public Library

√

Roseville Public Library

√

27,319

Sacramento Public Library

√

55,761

Salinas Public Library

√

80,896

San Benito County

√

22,855

San Bernardino County Library

√

108,624

San Bernardino Public Library

√

San Diego County Library

√

San Diego Public Library

√

San Francisco Public Library

√

San Jose Public Library

√

√

89,702

San Leandro Comm. Library

√

√

38,900

San Luis Obispo City-County

√

57,641

San Mateo County Library

√

57,609

San Mateo Public Library

√

Santa Barbara Public Library

√

Santa Clara County Library

√

√

54,234

Santa Clara Public Library

√

√

51,159

Santa Fe Springs City Library

√

Santa Maria Public Library

√

32,661

Santa Paula (Blanchard) Library

√

26,989

Shasta County Library

√

33,889

14

24,946
√

√

24,074

√

√

155,093

√

66,115
56,529
107,682

√

68,779

37,686

√

43,985

√

32,760
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Library Literacy Program

Adult
Literacy

Family

ELLI

MLLS

CLLS Award
Amount
15/16

Siskiyou County Free Library*

√

Solano County Library

√

√

77,015

Sonoma County Library

√

√

45,329

South San Francisco Library

√

√

Stanislaus County Library

√

√

Stockton/San Joaquin Co. Lib.

√

√

Sutter County Library

√

Tulare County Library

√

Tuolumne County Library

√

Upland Public Library

√

Ventura County Library

√

Watsonville Public Library

√

√

38,883

Willows Public Library/Orland

√

√

35,698

Woodland Public Library

√

√

58,854

Yolo County

√

√

24,068

96

39

TOTAL

18,000

√

√

64,016
237,501

√

37,180
34,690
59,931

√

24,600
29,425

√

49,279

13
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4,634,600

New Libraries
A. K. Smiley Public Library
(Redlands)
Camarillo Public Library

52,000

√
√

28,400

Glendale Public Library

√

57,000

Mariposa County Library

√

18,000

Placentia Library District

√

30,000
185,400

NEW LIBRARIES TOTAL

GRAND TOTAL

101

39

13

7

4,820,000

* Any library that raises less than the $18,000 base in local funds does not receive a dollar percentage for local
funds raised nor a per capita for number of learners served in addition to the base.
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