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 Definitions of Literacy 
 
 
The U.S. Department of Education says Family Literacy is: 
 
Family literacy services as defined under the Adult Education and Family Literacy 
Act, Title II of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998 means "services that are of 
sufficient intensity in terms of hours, and of sufficient duration, to make sustainable 
changes in a family, and that integrate all of the following activities: (1) interactive 
literacy activities between parents and their children; (2) training for parents        
regarding how to be the primary teacher for their children and full partners in the 
education of their children; (3) parent literacy training that leads to economic self-
sufficiency; and (4) an 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 combining the four components to create a              
comprehensive program. 
 
 
The U.S. Department of Education says Adult Literacy is: 
 
Ensuring that adults have the literacy skills needed to survive and succeed in the 
21st Century requires a comprehensive and preventive approach. First, to serve  
current needs, adult education programs must be research-based and accountable 
for results; second, to reduce the future need, accountability and high standards 
must be brought to schools at every grade level, including high school. 
 
 
 
The U.S. Department of Education says English Literacy (ESL) is: 
 
English Literacy programs are designed to help individuals of limited English        
proficiency achieve competence in the English language. Individuals of limited     
English proficiency are those who have a limited ability in speaking, reading, writing, 
or understanding the English language; whose native language is a language other 
than English; or who live in a family or community where a language other than 
English is the dominant language. 
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 Literacy: How to Begin an Adult Literacy 
Program at Your Library 

 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
The National Literacy At of 1991 defines literacy as “an individual’s ability to 
read, write, and speak in English, compute and solve problems at a level of pro-
ficiency necessary to function on the job and in society, to achieve one’s goals 
and develop one’s knowledge and potential.”  
 
Libraries are often the entry point for persons seeking literacy services and as-
sistance. If a library does not have a literacy program it would be beneficial to 
the community for the library to maintain a list of local agencies to be able to 
provide as referrals.  
 
Many libraries may find it helpful to do a study to determine the need for a liter-
acy program in their community. Information and statistics may be found in pub-
lished or online census tracts. Local community colleges and workforce offices 
may also provide statistical information. Additionally, libraries may choose to do 
their own surveys, which may not only help determine a need for a literacy pro-
gram but can also provide specific areas of interest. For example: GED, CDL or 
drivers’ license, read to their children, or be able to apply for a job or seek a bet-
ter job.  
 
Starting a literacy program is a major undertaking. It requires a strong commit-
ment, operational planning, community support, and resources. We hope this 
booklet will address the questions you may have and will help guide you through 
the process of beginning a Literacy Program in your library. 
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Purpose of a Library Adult Literacy Program 
 
To increase literacy by recruiting and training volunteers to tutor adults in basic 
reading and writing. 

 
 
Recruiting Tutors/Volunteers 
 
Literacy programs thrive on volunteers. It is vital to establish a firm foundation at 
the beginning of a literacy program and then increase your volunteer base as 
the program grows.  Tutors come from many walks of life with different back-
grounds and experiences.  This diversity is one of the strengths of the literacy 
program.  
 

Where to find tutors: 
 

• Friends of the Library 
• Place article in paper asking for interested people 
• Local schools – school teachers 
• Retired school teacher organization 
• Colleges 
• Businesses in the community 
• Board members and their contacts 
• Friends and relatives 
• Local clubs and churches 
• Residents of the neighborhood 
• Senior citizen groups 
• Library users 
 

This is not an exhaustive list and each community may have some unique  
potential organizations to draw from. Libraries should establish requirements for 
tutors, which may be developed by the library, or if the library is working in  
concert with an established literacy agency then their requirements should  
mirror those of the agency. 
 

Sample requirements for tutors: 
 

• Must be over 18 years old 
• Love of reading 
• Commitment to the program and the student 
• Generous spirit – give of their own time and effort to help someone 

else 
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 Tutor Training 
 
Training for volunteer tutors is crucial to a literacy program. No matter what the 
background or educational level of the tutor, literacy programs require specific 
training be provided.  Usually a minimum of 12 hours training is required and 
must be provided by certified literacy trainers which gear the training to the adult 
population and tailor the training to meet the needs of the tutors. 
 
Training for volunteer tutors may include all or some of the following topics de-
pending on the focus of the literacy program: 
 

• Introduction to the problem of literacy and orientation to the literacy efforts 
at the local, state, and national levels. 

 
• Literacy volunteers rights, responsibilities, and role in the literacy program. 

 
• Literacy student/client needs, possible goals, uniqueness. Methods to  
 establish and build rapport; goal setting, learning barriers, and self-esteem 
 building. 

 
• Assessment techniques – ways to detect learning difficulties, possible 

hearing or vision difficulties. 
 
• Instructional techniques – how to use the training manuals at all levels:  

beginning, middle and advanced. 
 
• Materials and resources – introduction to materials available to tutors. 

How to incorporate use of newspapers, driving manuals, or other “real 
world” items in the training.  

 
On-going training through refresher courses and/or in-service professional  
development opportunities are also important to maintaining and encouraging 
literacy tutors after the initial training.  Find or create opportunities to provide 
special training meetings with the volunteers to build a cohesive, committed 
group of tutors. 
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 Finding Training for Tutors: 
 

• Check with local area Literacy program, if one exists 
 

• Contact Sara Shelton, Director of the Wichita Adult Literacy Council at 
walcskillsto@juno.com or 940-766-1954 

 
• Contact ProLiteracy at www.proliteracy.org or email Barbara Hanley at 

bbhanley@comcast.net 
 

• Contact Texas Association of Adult Literacy Councils (TAALC) at 
www.texasliteracyconnection.org or call 903-533-0330 

 
 
Follow-Up Training for Tutors 
 

• Schedule routine follow-up training for tutors as needed or to maintain  
certifications received in the future 

 
 
Providing Tutor Support  
 
 

• Maintain contact with tutors – be available when needed 
 

• Provide resources needed 
 

• Provide continued training as needed or required 
 

• Recognize their efforts – privately and publicly 
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Recruiting Students 
 
Although statistics will show the need for literacy programs, recruiting students 
can sometimes be quite challenging.  There are many reasons why a person 
may be reluctant to make the initial contact. Some of these reasons include: 
shame, fear, embarrassment, feeling they are not intelligent or able to learn, and 
previous failed attempts at learning to read.  For some individuals, just telling 
another person they cannot read is the most difficult thing they will ever do in 
their life.  Therefore, it is imperative that all potential students be treated with  
respect and consideration.  
 
Once someone has worked up the courage to approach someone about the   
literacy program, it is very important the process is thoroughly explained and 
they are given the assistance needed to sign up for the program. This may      
include helping to fill out the application.  Don’t write lengthy notes explaining 
the program.  It is usually best to give a student a card with the phone number 
and a name of the person to contact.  Additionally, read the card to the student 
as you hand it over. Most non-readers are masters at memorization.  This is how 
they have “fooled” others for most of their lives. 
 
Use flyers, posters, and handouts at different locations and functions to promote 
the program.  Many students will come because a friend or family member has 
seen the poster and told tell them about it.  Keep handouts simple and informa-
tive; don’t overwhelm the students with written information.  Refrain from using 
negative terms such as “illiterate” or “illiteracy.”  
 
Keep in mind that students may be slow to come forward because they may  
be embarrassed or intimidated.  The Library can be a very intimidating place for 
an individual who cannot read. Have patience!  Also, bear in mind that some  
potential students will sometimes sabotage themselves a time or two before 
they actually commit to the program, so allow for that. 
 
 
How to find students: 
 

Place posters and/or flyers at: 
• Library 
• Community colleges 
• Local businesses 
• Schools 
• Local social services organizations 
• Churches – request to be mentioned in the church bulletin 
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• Texas Workforce offices 
• Local grocery stores 
• Chamber of Commerce office 
• Neighborhood events 

 
Give presentations at: 

• Rotary Clubs 
• Kiwanis Clubs 
• Other local organizations 
• Churches 
• City Council Meetings 

 
Place articles in local newspapers 

 
Request local radio do community service interview 

 
Talk to Chamber of Commerce 

 
This list is only a starting point. Find other avenues of outreach in your          
community. 
 
 
Matching Tutors to Students 
 
Care must be taken when matching students with tutors. A successful match can 
produce wonderful results, but if there is conflict or if either person is uncomfort-
able then the results may be damaging to both persons. Reassignment is the 
best resolution so that each person will have the opportunity for success. 
 

Matching Tutors and Students: 
 

• Use information provided by both tutors and students to determine the 
best match. 

 
• Discuss the intake evaluation results with the tutor so they know where 

to start and how to progress with the student. 
 

• Arrange the first meeting between tutor and student and be present to 
introduce the two. 

 
• Tutor and student should then determine meeting dates, times, and 

place. 
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 Program Outreach 
 
Outreach will benefit the literacy program in many ways.  It provides information 
to the community, calls attention to the program for individuals who may not be 
aware of the services provided by the library, and it can contribute to funding. 
 

• Write articles for local newspapers – or invite the local paper to cover the 
program and events 

 
• Create newsletter to keep tutors, Friends of the Library, Board members, 

and other interested parties informed. 
 

• Volunteer to speak at local clubs and organizations 
 
 

Funding the Program 
 
Funding is an integral part of any successful literacy program.  There are many 
organizations that will provide funding for literacy programs, but it takes a com-
mitted and articulate individual or group of individuals to seek out and obtain the 
funding.  Begin with local businesses, foundations, or individuals who have an 
interest in the library and its programs. 
 

Potential funding sources: 
Friends of the Library 
Local businesses and organizations 
Literacy organizations 
Private donors 
Grants: 

• Verizon http://foundation.verizon.com/  
• Dollar General http://www.dollargeneral.com/community/

communityinvestments.aspx  
• Barnes & Noble http://www.barnesandnobleinc.com/our_company/sponsorship/

Sponsorship_main.html  
• The Wallace Foundation http://www.wallacefoundation.org/  
And many more. 

 
 
 

Record Keeping 
 
As with any successful program, records must be maintained. Statistical infor-
mation is necessary for future certification and/or funding endeavors. 
 



 11 

 
• Applications – basic applications for students and for volunteers will pro-

vide contact information, background about the individuals, and additional 
information which may be used to match the volunteer tutors with stu-
dents. 

 
• Attendance and instructional hours – records of attendance should be 

maintained. This includes time spent tutoring as well as instructional time 
in training or skill development. 

 
• Pre and Post Tests – Copies of all tests given should be kept in the stu-

dents file. This is important to the program and to be able to demonstrate 
improvement to the student. 

 
Please note: Confidentiality is a critical factor of this program. Records should 
be maintained in a secure location.  
 
 
Communication with Stakeholders 
 
Keep all interested parties informed of the program’s progress, including: 

Friends of the library 
Library board 
Reporting authority 
City council 
Local newspapers 

 
 
Program Evaluation 
Periodically evaluate the program to bring public awareness to the successes of 
the program and to correct any deficiencies in the program. Evaluation will also 
assess the effectiveness of the program. It will help identify strengths and weak-
nesses, which will allow the opportunity to make adjustments to the program. 
Successes should be celebrated with the volunteers, students, and staff. 
 
Create an evaluation checklist to be included in the Literacy Policy Manual.  
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Developing a Literacy Program Policy Manual 
 
A librarian should consider creating a Literacy Program Policy Manual.  The 
manual will strengthen the program by providing standards, procedures, and 
continuity of performance.  A Literacy Program Policy Manual will also ensure 
that the program falls in line with the long range plans and goals outlined in a  
Library’s Policy Manual. 
 

Information which may be included 
• Mission 
• About us 
• Board of Directors or Advisory Group 
• Services offered 
• Volunteer guidelines 
• Resources 
• Contacts 
• Sponsors – Partnerships 
• Workshops 
• Privacy policy 
• Tutor tips 
• Long range planning 
• Evaluation checklist 
• Copies of forms 

 
 
Establishing an Advisory Group 
 
Develop an Advisory Group to assist with planning of the program.  The group 
should represent multiple programs and community interests.  The group can 
conduct a community survey if deemed necessary.  
 
Volunteer administrative positions can be added to the Advisory Group to assist 
the Program Coordinator with: 

• Fundraising 
• Newsletter writing 
• Writing newspaper articles 
• Hosting tutor training and other program meetings 
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 Program Coordinator Responsibilities 
 

Functions of a Program Coordinator: 
• Lead meetings 
• Schedule tutor training 
• Perform intake testing on students 
• Raise/seek funding 
• Write/manage grants 
• Act as liaison with community leaders to garner support and          

involvement 
 
 
 
Community Partnerships 
 
Partner with other organizations or individuals in the neighborhood, which may 
provide either financial or other support, including: 

• Local health departments 
• Social service agencies 
• Businesses and local employers 
• Schools 
• Churches 
• Food pantries 
• Senior clubs 
• Head Start and Early Start projects 
• Texas Workforce office 

 
 
Partner with other Literacy Agencies to continue support and information for 
your literacy program 

 
• Wichita Area Literacy Commission (or the literacy council in your 

area) 
 

Wichita Adult Literacy Council 
4309 Jacksboro Hwy #105 
Wichita Falls, TX 76302 
940-767-5257 

 
• Pro-Literacy http://www.proliteracy.org/  
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Sample 
Forms 
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Checklist for Making Your Library Literacy-Ready 
 

This checklist is designed to measure how ready your library is for adult learners.  When evaluating 
your library, go beyond library staff, and include the perspective of each adult literacy professional, vol-
unteer tutor and adult learner. 
 
Support: 
 
_____  The library has a literacy department. 
 
_____  The literacy program is integrated into the library. 
 
_____  The library has a literacy program with dedicated staff. 
 
_____  The literacy program is supported by the library director. 
 
_____  The library has signage that is appropriate for adult learners and others. 
 
_____  The library has developed multiple ways for adult learners to locate the literacy program. 
 
 
Customer Service: 
 
_____  The library is “user-friendly” 
 
_____  The library has greeters at the door. 
 
_____  The library staff is cordial, willing to help, and takes the initiative to provide help and support. 
 
_____  The library staff understand and are responsive to the needs of adult learners. 
 
_____  Literacy students interact regularly with library staff and patrons. 
 
_____  The library has adult learners as spokespeople, mentors, tutors, and staff. 
 
 
Training: 
 
_____  Library staff receive training about adult literacy, adult learners, and library literacy. 
 
_____  The literacy program staff is qualified and consistent. 
 
_____  The literacy program has an assessment plan that measures learner’s progress and  
  library usage. 
 
 
Resources: 
 
_____  The library has adequate facilities to meet the needs of a literacy program. 
 
_____  The library has the resources and technology to meet the needs of adult learners. 
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_____  The library has a book collection for adult learners, tutors, and teachers. 
 
_____  The library also has a collection of video and audio instructional and educational materials. 
 
_____  The library has resources and educational materials in native languages to support reading 
and  
  literacy development of ESL adults and their children. 
 
 
Outreach: 
 
_____  The library has an outreach program that informs adult learners and other underserved  
  populations about the range of library services available at the main and branch libraries. 
 
_____  The library has a bookmobile to reach adult learners in rural and remote areas. 
 
_____  The library and the community understand that libraries are not just for readers. 
 
 
Collaboration: 
 
_____  The library’s literacy program has visibility in the community. 
 
_____  The library collaborates and networks with other literacy providers and social service agen-
cies. 
 
_____  The library receives media support to showcase their literacy services and programs. 
 
 
 
 
Adapted from: http://dlis.dos.state.fl.us/bld/Literacy/MAKING_Your_LIBRARY_LITERACY.html 
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Volunteer Reading Tutor Application 
 

 
                
Last Name     First Name     Middle Initial 
 
 
                
Street Address   City   State  Zip  Home Phone 
 
18-31   32-41   42-51   52-61   61+    Day of Birth      
Age (Optional, circle one)         Month/Day 
 
     High School/GED  College  Graduate School 
Education Completed:            
 
Other Education/Training:              
 
Major:                
 
Language:  Other than English, what other language(s) do you speak=s, read=r, or write=w? 
 
1.       s  r  w    2.        s  r  w 
 
Where did you hear about our program?           
 
Have you tutored reading before?     Yes     No  Have you tutored other subjects?     Yes     No 
 
If yes, what is the name of the literacy group?           
 
Year of Certification?       Other volunteer activities:        
 
                
 
Special interests/hobbies:              
 
Current organization/club memberships:           
 
I prefer to tutor:   One to One    Small Group    In the Computer Lab 
 
I prefer tutoring: Mon    Tue    Wed    Thur    Fri    Sat    Sun  
    
    Morning   Afternoon  Evening 
 
 
I am willing to help with:        Typing/Clerical   Telephone Committee   Fundraising 
 
  PC Lab Monitor   Newsletter    Literacy Spokesperson   Publicity 
 
  Bookkeeping   Train Tutors    Board Membership    Tutor  
 
  Host Workshops   Other:          
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 References:   Please list two references, that are not related to you, who have definite knowledge of your 
  skills and character. 
 
1.                
 Name    Address   City   State  Zip 
 
               
 Home Phone    Cell Phone   
 
 
 
2.                
 Name    Address   City   State  Zip 
 
               
 Home Phone    Cell Phone 
 
 
 
 
I give permission to check the references given above to obtain a character report. 
 
 
                 
Signature            Date   
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Enrollment Form 
 

 
                
Last Name      First Name     Middle Initial 
 
                
Street Address    City    State    Zip 
 
                
Phone      Alternate Phone    Email 
 
Gender:  ___ Male  ___ Female   Marital Status: ___Single  ___Married  ___Divorced   ___Separated           
 
Ethnicity: ___ African American ___ Asian   ___ Hispanic   ___ Caucasian  ___ Other:    
 
Highest grade attended: _____  
 
Is English your first language? ___Yes  ___No  If no, what language?       
 
How did you hear about  this literacy program?  ___Poster/Brochure ___At work ___Newspaper 
  
        ___Another Student ___Church ___Other:_________ 
 
 
 
For library use only. 
 
Type of community:   Rural 
 
     Urban 
 
     Urban area with high unemployment 
 
 
Employment:    Employed ______hours per week 
 
     Unemployed, looking for work 
 
     Not in labor force 
 
 
Participant Achievements: 
     Made progress in English     Obtained GED 
 
     Received U.S. Citizenship    Entered job training 
 
     Obtained a job      Improved basic skills 
 
     Read more to children     Voted for the first time 
 
     Improved computer skills     Improved health care 



 20 

 
 

Learning Needs Screening 
 

       Interviewer Name:       
 
       Interview Date:        
 
 
Client Name:               
 
Gender:   Male   Female 
 
How many years of school have you had?    
 
Check all earned:    High School Diploma 
     GED 
     Technical/Vocational Certificate 
     AA Degree 
     Other:         
 
What kind of job would you like to have?           
 
Do you have experience in this area?           
 
What makes it hard for you to get or keep this kind of job?        
 
                 
 
                
 
         
 
 
Notes:                
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Student Commitment Statement 
 
 

 I understand that I am enrolling in a program that will do its  best to help me reach my 
 
literacy goals.  However, I must do my part.  I should not enroll in this program if I am not ready to  
 
commit the time and energy to learn.  That means I will meet with my tutor regularly, study outside  
 
of class, ask when I need extra help, and always inform my tutor in advance when I need to miss  
 
class.   I understand that my volunteer tutor is dedicating valuable personal time to work with me  
 
to reach my literacy goals.  I understand that if I do not attend my tutor sessions, my tutor will be  
 
reassigned to someone in the waiting list.  After my tutor is reassigned, I cannot return as a  
 
student without going through the enrollment process again.  This could result in my name being  
 
placed on a waiting list until a tutor becomes available. 
 
 I understand that progress assessments are a regular, required part of this program, and I  
 
will be expected to do them as determined by my tutor.  By signing below, I show that I  
 
understand my commitment to this program. 
 
 
 
Signature of Student:             
 
Print Name:               
 
Date:               
 
This document was read to the student by: 
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 Student Eligibility Guidelines 
 
 

1.  Ability to learn and retain information. 
 Staff and volunteers will work with learners to help them achieve their 
 educational goals.  Enrollees must show within 45 hours of enrollment 
 in the program that they are able to benefit in a measureable way 
 from participation. 
 
2.  Ability to understand the essential purpose of the program. 
 The program is designed for persons who understand instruction and 
 use it to pursue educational goals.  Persons enrolling in the program 
 should be able to understand this purpose, have an appropriate goal 
 to pursue, and participate in the curriculum choices and instructional 
 activities. 
 
3.  Ability to complete the entire intake process including          

 assessment to determine current educational skill level. 
 The purpose of the intake process is to assist tutors and staff in     
 development of a personal learning plan that will focus on the       
 student’s strengths and to develop strategies to successfully cope 
 with everyday problems and tasks based on the student’s individual 
 needs. 
 
4. Commitment to regularly attend class. 
 If a student is unable to attend tutoring sessions, he/she must notify 
 the tutor prior to the session.  If the student is absent three times 
 without notifying the tutor, we reserve the right to terminate student 
 services. 
 
5. Commitment to complete progress assessments for the      
 purposes of measuring progress and reporting to governing 
 agencies. 
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Appendix 
A 
 

Sample Brochure to 
Recruit 

Volunteers 
Front and Back 
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 P
le

a
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 co
n

ta
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e
: 

   
 I am

 interested in becom
ing a 

 
 tutor. 

  
 I know

 som
eone w

ho w
ould like 

 
 to learn to read. 

  
 I do not w

ish to tutor, but I   
 

 w
ould like to help in any other 

 
 w

ay I can. 
  

 I w
ould like a speaker to talk to 

 
 m

y group, club, or church  
 

 
 about your literacy program

. 
  

 I w
ould like to contribute       

 
 financially to your literacy      

 
 program

. 
 N

am
e: 

 
 

 
 

 
 A
ddress:   
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 N

ational Institute for Literacy, Texas 
has the second largest num

ber of un-
der-educated adults in the U

.S
 w

ith 
23%

 of adult Texans reading at the 
low

est literacy rate.  Five percent are 
unable to read at any level.  
 D
on’t underestim

ate the hardship   
illiteracy creates.  M

any people w
ho 

are functionally illiterate w
ill stand in 

w
elfare lines all their lives.  You w

ill 
pay for their food stam

ps, their    
w

elfare checks, and their doctor    
visits, because they cannot support     
them
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 The John Ed K

eeter Public 
Library w

ants to break 
the cycle of illiteracy and 
you can help. 
  H

elp the of the people of N
orth Texas 

w
ho are functionally illiterate. 

 Your contribution can give new
        

opportunities to these citizens.   
It can provide fam

ily stability and    
econom

ic security. 
 

 FA
Q
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W

ho can becom
e a literacy  

  
student? 

A
. 

A
nyone w

ho reads at a low
 level 

 
and needs the individual support 

 
and instruction. 

 Q
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e a tutor? 
A
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ho can read and   
 

w
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w
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persons and illiterate persons; 
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ho w

ill volunteer his 
 

tim
e.  It is not necessary for  

 
tutors to have previous teaching 

 
experience. 
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. 

W
hat is involved in learning to 

 
be a tutor? 

A
. 

Each tutor w
ill com

plete a    
 

training session. 
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W
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hen do the student 
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A

. 
A
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H
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ill I need to 
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A

. 
A
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ately 2-3 hours per 
 

w
eek. 

 Q
. 

H
ow

 can I becom
e a volunteer 

 
tutor? 

A
.  

C
om

plete the questionnaire in 
 

this brochure and m
ail it to the 

 
library.  You w

ill be contacted 
 

by phone.   
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Appendix 
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Poster Size 
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Appendix 
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Sample Reading 
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Appendix 
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Partnerships and Collaboration:  
A Must for Family Literacy 
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