Introduction

This status report summarizes the history of the Florida Library Literacy state grant program and outcomes achieved as a result of the grants.  The Florida Library Literacy Grant program has reached over 6,000 adult learners through literacy programs at local public libraries from April 2000 through September 2001.  Libraries have documented improvements in 63% of the adult learners attending their programs.  Individual outcomes can be seen in the Activities and Accomplishment section of this document.

The Florida Library Literacy Grant program was established by the State Legislature in spring 1999.  Its purpose is to support the development and implementation of innovative adult literacy programs through Florida public libraries.

Fifty-two grant applications have been received and 41 have been funded.  Among those counties receiving funding are 17 of the 33 rural counties, certified as such by the Office of Trade, Tourism and Economic Development (OTTED).  Florida Library Literacy Grants provide funding to 11 of the 13 counties and one of the four communities identified as in either the first or second Rural Area of Critical Economic Concern.  

Of the 30 counties and two municipalities receiving funds, more than 50% have greater than the state's average of poor persons (15.2%).  Nearly two-thirds of the grant recipients have more persons at Level 1 literacy, the lowest level of literacy, than the state average (24%).  These individuals are unable to find information in text, such as newspapers; complete forms, such as social security card applications; or interpret graphs and charts, such as a table of employee benefits.

Twelve of the grants addressed English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction, either in whole or in part.  Five grants received multiple years of funding.  The need for ESL occurs across the board, and is not always known at the beginning of a grant cycle.  For example, Lake County discovered that of the people enrolling in the library’s adult literacy classes, 94% are seeking to learn English as a Second Language. To meet this new-found demand, the library redefined their mission during the second year and successfully secured funding for the second and a third year. The accomplishments of ESL participants include learning to write letters to landlords and holding telephone conversations in English.

ESL instruction is also critical in many urban areas in Florida.  Hialeah’s Level 1 literacy rate is 59% and observational data gathered by staff indicates that many of the parents whose first language is Spanish are unable to help their children with their reading assignments.  In counties such as Leon, the libraries have targeted specific neighborhoods that are in desperate need of literacy services.  Working through one of its branches, the Leon County public library has targeted a two-mile area, which includes five low-income housing complexes.  While there is not in-depth data on each complex, only 10% of adults in one complex has a high school diploma or GED.

Adult learners are gaining literacy skills that enable them to get jobs or better jobs.  For example, one disabled man learned to fill out forms, identify jobs in want ads, and read manuals to receive an Air Conditioning Repair certification.  Adult learners are also gaining life skills at their own pace.  For example, one of the libraries benefiting from the Florida Library Literacy Grant program wrote, “…our students benefit greatly from the fact that these grant funds are NOT tied directly to Workforce Development.  Adult learners, seniors, and disabled adults not entering the workforce are “welcomed” by programs funded with these grant dollars.”  

Of the forty-one grants funded, forty have successfully leveraged funding with partners and the programs will be sustained. The 41st grant involved the purchase of materials that continue to be available to the adult learners.  Twenty-two library systems have received funding.

Program Implementation

The Florida Library Literacy Grant program was established by the State Legislature in spring 1999.  Its purpose is to support the development and implementation of innovative adult literacy programs through Florida public libraries.  The legislature appropriated $500,000 during the first year of funding and reduced the appropriation to $250,000 for the second and third years of funding.

Secretary of State Katherine Harris appointed members to the Florida Library Literacy Grant Advisory Council who designed the focus of the grant program.  The Department of State, Division of Library and Information Services developed procedures to implement the program.  The first projects began in April 2000.  Thus, the program has actually been in place for 21 months with the third year starting December 2001.

The program has evolved as the Florida library community better identified their needs in the area of adult literacy.  In the first year, the grant program focused on the broad literacy needs of the family.  The second cycle of grants resulted in programs with the adults as the central beneficiary.  For the third year, the application guidelines were revised to support the development and implementation of innovative adult literacy programs through Florida’s public libraries.

For the first year, the program had two outcomes, 1) adult learners’ literacy skills improved and 2) parents or caregivers read to their children.  In the second year, successful applicants were asked to put most of their effort on the outcome of improving adult learners’ literacy skills.  In the third year, the applicants addressed the outcome of improving adult learners’ literacy skills in order to create lifelong learners and library users supporting their role as parents, workers and citizens.  This evolution has resulted in a program increasingly targeting the hard to serve adult learner.

An important development in the implementation of this grant program occurred with the third year of funding.  The Division revised the grant guidelines and application to incorporate the outcomes-based evaluation methodology originally developed with its Library Services and Technology Act (LSTA) grants.  In addition to identifying outcome(s) the grant applicant anticipated achieving, they were also required to identify the indicators of the successful achievement of the outcome(s) and the method of data collection. For example, a grant applicant could identify as an indicator of success, the number and/or percentage of adult learners receiving one-on-one instruction who complete a skill book or attain a personal goal.

Many of the library literacy programs funded through the Florida Library Literacy Grant program use alternative assessment which involves site-developed tools to measure success in achieving life skills goals rather than standardized tests which measure reading level improvement.  Literacy professionals view both means of assessment as valid.  Standardized tests alone “…are limited in their ability to demonstrate the full range of growth shown by program participants.” (Adult Literacy Assessment Tool Kit, Illinois Literacy Resource Center, 2000, p. 4).

10 of the 41 funded grants used alternative assessment tools.  Through the information gathered, we know that participants are reading newspapers, keeping daily journals, reading stories to their children, reading maps, pursuing citizenship, reading food labels in supermarkets, and writing checks.
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