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At Catalyst our mission is to publish a magazine that provides 
students with clear, unbiased information on various global 
crises facing our generation. We hope this will give students 
the ability to intelligently discuss these issues while formulating 
their own opinions. We will also provide various resources and  
opportunities to encourage students to take responsibility and 

action into their own hands. 

Although this organization has members who are University of Virginia students and 
may have University employees associated or engaged in its activities and affairs, 
the organization is not a part of or an agency of the University.  It is a separate and 
independent organization which is responsible for and manages its own activities and 
affairs.  The University does not direct, supervise or control the organization and is 
not responsible for the organization’s contracts, acts or omissions.
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Being a Comparative Literature major at UVA, there are a few things 
that instill a sense of sadness in my soul: bad grammar, rewritten 
classic novels that include paranormal creatures, and my future 
job prospects. However, it would never cross my mind that these 
same concepts could be the source of frustration for others, but for 
completely different reasons. Literacy, in the United States and abroad, 
is an enduring issue that is often underrated and overlooked. 

However, literacy is not an issue that should be so easily shrugged away. 
Illiteracy plays a part in countless other subjects that we struggle with 
today; such as unemployment, education, women’s rights, and general 
quality of life. Illiteracy is truly a root problem. But, as with any cloud, 
there is a silver lining; literacy can easily be taught with the right amount 
of time and effort. Check out the Catalyze section to see how you can help.

Sarah Kollmorgen

ps- interested in working on layout design? 
Contact us at catalyst227@gmail.com!
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understand, interpret, create, communicate    and compute, using printed and 
written materials.

- UNESCO
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The Situation
Kat Struthers & Maura Carey

Men learning to read and write in Bangladesh.
Courtesy of OM International

Literacy in the 
United States

Here at UVA it can be easy to think 
that literacy is no longer a problem in the 
United States. At first glance, the statistics 
seem to confirm that. According to the 
Institute of Educational Sciences, college 
enrollment rose by 37% from 2000 to 2010, 
from 15.3 million to 21.0 million (3); the 
National Science Foundation expects 
enrollment to increase by another 16% by 
2019 (4). America enjoys a position in the 
top tier of economic, political, and military 
power, and the literacy rate in this country 
compared to others is extremely high.

However, when the National Adult 
Literacy Survey (NALS) of 1992 and the 
National Assessment of Adult Literacy 
(NAAL) of 2003 tested American adults’s 
literacy levels, they uncovered some 
sobering statistics. In the evaluation of 
the surveys, adults were organized into 
one of four categories based their scores. 
Beginning at Below Basic, or nearly if 
not totally illiterate, the categories then 
progressed to Basic, Intermediate, and 
finally Proficient as the most literate. In 
1992, 42 million adults could barely read, 
and an additional 50 million recognized 
“so few printed words they [were] limited 
to a fourth or fifth grade reading level.” 
Surprisingly, the literacy rate at the time 
was actually decreasing: “the number of 
functionally illiterate adults [was] increasing 
by approximately two and one quarter 
million persons each year,” including high 
school dropouts and illegal immigrants 
(5). A decade later, in 2003, there had 
been “no significant change in prose and 
document literacy.” On one hand, fewer 
adults scored in the Below Basic category 
in 2003 than had in 1992, with the total in 
the category being 30 million. On the other 

hand, only 13% of adults could be rated 
Proficient, a notable decrease from 1992 (6). 

Those statistics tally up to a significant 
segment of America’s adult population 
that struggles with basic skills that college 
students take for granted, including tasks 
as simple as filling out a deposit slip, 
reading a map, and following instructions. 
In a society where an undergraduate 
degree or higher is often required for job 
applications, low literacy can restrict an 
individual’s employment—not to mention 
educational—options. According to the 
1992 NALS, the lowest-scoring population 
was five times more likely to receive food 
stamps and nearly half lived in poverty; 
some studies estimate that welfare programs 
and unemployment compensation related 
to low literacy cost the U.S. government 
upwards of six billion dollars annually 
(5). In comparison, high scorers were 
more likely to be employed and to earn 
higher salaries than the lowest scorers. 

While the number of adults who scored 
in the Below Basic category is significant, 
the NALS notes that many of those adults 
did not perceive themselves as terribly 
inhibited. Many said they felt they could 
read and write English and work with 
numbers well enough to meet their daily 
needs. A complete evaluation of illiteracy, 
then, should take into account the “social, 
cultural, and political context” in which 
people acquire and use their literacy 
skills. Doing so defines a situated literacy 
that can help researchers and educators 
craft specific conceptions of literacy 
needs for individual communities (1). 
This is especially important for literacy 
advocates focusing on areas outside the 
United States and the developed world, 

where literacy is a much bigger problem. 

What is literacy?
In the past few decades, our definition of literacy has evolved considerably. 

Originally, literacy was perceived as a strict dichotomy between being able to read and 
write, or being unable to do so. Today, researchers, educators, and humanitarians see 
literacy as a continuum, involving multiple levels which describe the extent to which 
individuals can understand and use not just letters on a page, but numbers as well.

As of 2005, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) defines literacy as “the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, 
communicate and compute, using printed and written materials” in diverse situations 
(1). Importantly, there are several identified types of literacy: prose literacy, which is “the 
ability to read and comprehend documents with continuous text,” such as instructions 
and essays; document literacy, concerning “documents with non-continuous text, such as 
job applications, maps, and transportation schedules;” quantitative literacy, or numeracy, 
involving the ability to “perform computations, such as reviewing a bill or balancing a 
checkbook” (2); and finally health literacy, or the ability to process health-related information. 

As you can see by the breadth of  the definition above, literacy impacts every corner 
of a person’s life and is inextricably linked with education, job opportunities, and overall 
quality of life. Advanced literacy “enables individuals” to achieve their goals, gain 
knowledge, fulfill their potential, and to “participate fully in community and wider society” 
(1). Higher literacy rates are an essential element of reducing poverty and inequality; so 
much so, that the United Nations considers literacy to be a fundamental right. Literacy 
is such an important factor in a person’s well-being and overall quality of life that even in 
developed countries like the United States, it should not be ignored or taken for granted.
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Literacy on the 
Global Scale

Not surprisingly, the worldwide 
literacy rate is significantly lower than 
in the United States. In 2008, UNESCO 
found the global adult literacy rate to be 
about 83%, which is up from 76% twenty 
years ago, but still leaves more than 796 
million adults unable to read or write at 
even a minimal level (7). In addition, while 
youths (individuals younger than 24) have 
a higher overall literacy rate than adults, 
there are nonetheless more than 122 million 
young people without basic literacy skills, 
60.7% of whom are women and girls (8).

More important than the overall rate, 
however, is the distribution of low literacy: 
certain regions of the world show drastically 
lower literacy than others. Specifically, 
Southern Asia (including India, Pakistan, 
and Nepal) and sub-Saharan Africa have 
rates of 62% and 63%, respectively (9), which 
translates to 412 million and 176 million 
illiterate adults in those two regions alone, 
compared to populations that are 99% 
literate in Latin America, North America, 
and Europe (7). By far, the countries 
whose populations show the worst adult 
rates are Burkina-Faso and Niger, both at 
only 28.7%, and Mali at 31.1%. Generally 
speaking, countries with high literacy rates 
show smaller gaps between adult and youth 

levels, while those nations with extremely 
low literacy, including Mali, India, and 
Pakistan, have youth populations who are 
notably more literate than their elders (9). 

The statistics show a powerful correlation 
with poverty levels. In developed countries 
with large economies, the vast majority 
of the population tests as being literate, 
while in historically poor, developing 
areas more than half of all adults do not 
possess even minimal reading or writing 
skills. UNESCO believes that literacy can 
help break the cycle of poverty by allowing 
people access to information, enabling them 
to use “services they have a right to,” and 
reducing their “vulnerability to disease 
or ecological change” (1). Knowledge is, 
truly, power: literacy coupled with access 
to even the most basic technologies allows 
people in poor urban and rural areas to 
connect to the outside world, improve their 
own lives, and stand up for their rights. 

Literacy and Gender
Many developing countries exhibit 

gender literacy gaps, meaning that the 
literacy rate for men is much higher than 
that of women. For example, in Southeast 
Asia, where the gender gap is the largest 
in the world, only 51% of women are 
literate, compared to 73% of men. There is 
a similar situation in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

Northern Africa, Oceania, and Western 
Asia.Women’s literacy and education is 
directly related to women’s equality. In 
Bombay, adult women said that learning to 
read gave them self-confidence and helped 
them develop a personal voice—they even 
perceived an elevation in their social status. 
In Nepal, where only 25% of women are 
literate and 70% of girls drop out before 
completing primary school, adult literacy 
classes helped women form social groups 
and gave them a forum for discussing their 
oppression and the culture of inequality. 

But women’s literacy has even broader 
implications, which extend beyond even 
the lines of culture and region. Women’s 
literacy is directly related to the world’s 
population boom, an enormous threat to 
the environment and global food security. 
The U.N. Population Division reported 
in 2006 that the world’s population will 
probably increase by 2.5 billion by 2050, 
from the current 6.7 billion to 9.2 billion. 
The amount of this expected increase is 
equal to the world’s population only one 
hundred years earlier, in 1950. Almost all 
of the growth will take place in developing 

countries. Out of control birth rates could 
lead to mass starvation, environmental 
degradation, pollution, water scarcity—
the list of implications goes on and on. 

Many experts say that educating 
women is the key to reversing this trend. 
Studies show that there is a clear, inverse 
relationship between a woman’s level of 
education and the amount of children she 
has. This is because education postpones 
the age of marriage, and women who get 
married later have fewer years in which to 
get pregnant. The sense of empowerment 
that literacy imparts allows women to 
break cultural norms and/or stand up 
to a husband’s pressure. Furthermore, 
women who can read can understand 
the family planning resources available to 
them, and can access birth control more 
easily than illiterate women. Women’s 
literacy is an issue of global urgency: it 
may be the only thing that can reverse 
the global population explosion, one of 
the modern day’s most pressing issues.•

http://www.prb.org/Educators/TeachersGuides/HumanPopulation/Women.aspx
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WHAT’S BEIng DOnE
Mathilda Shepard & Jessica Yoo

Students learn English in a bilingual classroom in New Jersey

United States
Bilingual and marginalized communities

Although English is not officially the  
national language of the U.S., it has been 
treated as such ever since the nation’s 
founding. This poses challenges for the 
roughly 3.4 million children possessing 
what the U.S. Department of Education 
calls, “low English proficiency” (LEP). 
Three-quarters of these LEP children 
speak Spanish as their primary language 
(2). Bilingual education or English 
language immersion are the two primary 
options available to these students. Recent 
studies have concluded that bilingual 
educational strategies are on the whole 
more effective. In the words of University 
of Southern California linguist Stephen 
Krashen, “developing literacy in the first 
language is a short-cut to literacy in the 
second language…once you can read in 
one language, this knowledge transfers 
rapidly to any other language you learn 
to read” (3). Despite scholarly data in 
favor of bilingual education, it remains 
controversial for many Americans who 
believe that public school instruction 
should be conducted exclusively in 
English. The tensions between bilingual 
education advocates and those who stand 
by complete English immersion have made 
it difficult to formulate a uniform strategy 
for promoting LEP student achievement.

Despite these disagreements, the 1968 
Bilingual Education Act (BEA) made 
bilingual education a national priority by 
authorizing a competitive grant system that 
funds bilingual education programs in local 
school districts demonstrating financial 
need. However, funding for BEA grants 
has dwindled as a result of the current 
economic recession, meaning that for 

many students, merely attending public 
school is not enough to achieve literacy. 

Charities like Infinity Insurance’s Read 
Conmigo program are working to bridge 
this gap. Read Conmigo supports Hispanic 
parents, whom it recognizes “face unique 
challenges when it comes to reading to 
their kids.” The organization’s hallmark 
program, Club Read, delivers “original 
award-winning bilingual children’s 
books” to Latino families. So far, 30 
thousand books have been distributed 
to families throughout the country (4).

Illiteracy among adult immigrants is 
another issue that promotes social inequality. 
The U.S. Department of Education’s 
division of Adult Education and Literacy 
has traditionally targeted illiterate and 
partially-literate Hispanic immigrants 
by funding state-level adult education 
programs that include English as a Second 
Language instruction (5). However, federal 
budget cuts have reduced funding for adult 
education programs far more than for 
primary and secondary education, making 
the role of non-profits and private sector 
organizations increasingly important. 

Proliteracy Woldwide is the world’s 
largest private organization promoting 
adult literacy. Its U.S. chapter, ProLiteracy 
America, “provides accreditation, 
advocacy, and technical assistance as well 
as program and professional development 
services” to smaller NGOs committed 
to helping adults become literate. Of the 
1,200 literacy programs sponsored by 
this organization throughout the country,  
90% teach English as a Second language to 
disadvantaged adults. ProLiteracy America 
also sponsors the annual U.S. Conference 
on Adult Literacy, which provides a forum 
in which advocates and educators can, 
“share new ideas, learn from leading 

It is difficult to summarize the importance of literacy in relation 
to national development better than this bit of Dr. Seuss wisdom. 
UNESCO sees literacy as the ultimate foundation of development; 
literacy increases access to education, which in turn provides 
individuals with skills that fulfill both individual and community 
needs (1). Literacy is not an end in itself, but rather a means of 
championing broader societal goals. Accordingly, many policy 
advocates, charities, and NGOs, both in the U.S. and abroad, see 
literacy as an essential element of any community development 

project.

http://www.nj.gov/education/bilingual/ 

“The more you read, the more things 
you will know. The more that you 
learn, the more places you’ll go.”

http://www.nj.gov/education/bilingual/
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thinkers, and inspire one another.” The 
2013 agenda includes topics such as health 
literacy, English language learning, and 
citizenship education, among other areas 
of concern for immigrant communities (6).

Another demographic that suffers from 
a below-average literacy rate in the U.S. 
is the Native American community.  On 
most American Indian reservations, literacy 
resources and parent-child interactions that 
promote reading progress are “not on par 
with the national average”—which tends 
to be a strong predictor of school success, 
reflected by recent survey data indicating 
the American Indian high school drop out 
rate to be almost twice the national average. 
The Family and Child Education Program 
(FACE), implemented by the Bureau of 
Indian Education (BIE), the National 
Center for Family 
Literacy (NCFL), 
and Parents as 
Teachers National 
Center (PATNC), 
focuses on helping 
Native American children achieve literacy 
by targeting parents while their children 
are still in the early stages of development. 
FACE emphasizes school readiness and 
“reducing achievement gaps through 
culturally responsive education;” the 
program features “home-based” services 
that teach parents effective ways to help 
their children learn to read, as well as 
“center-based” classes held in BIE-funded 
schools that teach early childhood reading 
skills and adult literacy. Since its inception 
in 1992, FACE has been implemented 
at 54 BIE-funded schools and served 
10,000 American Indian Families (7).

Quantitative Literacy
Quantitative Literacy, also known as 

numeracy, is a growing problem in the United 
States. The flood of available quantitative 

data made possible by widespread computer 
use is liberating for those who know how 
to navigate statistics concerning voting 
patterns, budgets, and medical risks, among 
other things. However, in the words of 
Lynn Steen, whose research has fueled the 
development of a number of quantitative 
literacy programs, “an innumerate citizen 
today is as vulnerable as the illiterate 
peasant of Gutenberg’s time” (8). Those 
who lack numerical competency are barred 
from accessing the sea of numbers that 
is increasingly defining how we assess 
some of life’s most fundamental issues.

One of the consequences of Lynn Steen’s 
research was the creation of the National 
Numeracy Network. This organization 
“envisions a society in which all citizens 
possess the power and habit of mind to search 

out quantitative 
information, 
critique it, 
reflect upon 
it, and apply it 
in their public, 

personal, and professional lives.” The 
National Numeracy Network sponsors 
national meetings, faculty workshops, 
research initiatives, and information 
sharking for numeracy proponents (9).

Aside from the National Numeracy 
Network, which itself mainly addresses the 
scholarly community, most of the research 
and programs regarding quantitative 
literacy in the U.S. are targeted at university 
students. If you were to conduct an online 
search to find projects that promote 
quantitative literacy, you would find these 
university-level programs along with pages 
from international governments (such as 
the United Kingdom and Australia) that 
detail projects aimed at raising numeracy 
rates among children and disadvantaged 
adults. This disparity indicates that 
quantitative literacy represents a gap in 

the U.S. literacy agenda that perhaps in the 
future will be addressed more completely.

Global 
The largest organization working to 

promote literacy worldwide is UNESCO. 
UNESCO’s efforts can be divided into 
three major sub-programs: Education 
for All (EFA), United Nations Literacy 
Decade (UNLD), and the Literacy 
Initiative for Empowerment (LIFE).

UNESCO uses information from the 
EFA Monitoring Report to “highlight leading 
educational challenges, promote better 
coordination between key stakeholders and 
facilitate information sharing to strengthen 
political commitment toward EFA.” EFA 
has six goals, which are to 1) Improve 
early childhood education, 2) Ensure 
that by 2015 all children have access to 
“free and compulsory education of good 
quality, 3) Ensure that the “learning needs 
of all young people and adults are met 
through equitable access to appropriate 
learning and life-skills programmes,” 
4).Achieve a 50% literacy increase by 2015, 
5) Eliminate gender inequalities in primary 
and secondary education, and 6) Improve 
“all aspects” of educational quality (10). 

UNLD was launched in 2003 to provide 
“both a platform and an impetus for 
achieving the six EFA goals as well as for 
increasing literacy levels and developing 
literate environments worldwide.” The 
mid-decade report, published in 2008, 
advises “cautious optimism” regarding 
progress in youth and adult literacy rates 
worldwide, but concedes that “international 
support for literacy remains low.” UNLD’s 
final report will not be issued until the 
end of the literacy decade in 2013 (11).

As UNLD helps to realize EFA’s goals, 
so too does LIFE act as a “framework for 
the implementation of the UNLD.” LIFE 
sponsors a range of programs in the 35 

countries that claim a literacy rate of less 
than 50%, and particularly focuses on 
adults as well as out-of-school children (12).

Indigenous and Bilingual Populations
The same difficulties that are faced 

by the Hispanic immigrant and Native 
American communities in the U.S. are also 
challenges for other countries that have 
significant linguistic minority and other 
marginalized populations living within 
their borders. Actually, many countries are 
more strict than the U.S. when it comes to 
public school instruction in the national 
language—in Turkey, for example, it is 
illegal to teach in any language other than 
Turkish. This regulation has spawned 
animosity between Turkey’s public school 
system and the country’s Kurdish minority, 
which has a much lower literacy rate than 
the ethnically Turkish population. Many 
Kurdish families choose not to send their 
children to school because they view the 
government mandate—that all instruction 
be in Turkish—as an attempt to forcibly 
assimilate them. Kurds in Iraq also fair 
poorly in terms of literacy; Kurdish 
provinces have the lowest literacy rates 
in the country because of low school 
attendance. UNESCO recently establish 

A Kurdish woman learning to read 
in Iraq.
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“an innumerate citizen today is as 
vulnerable as the illiterate peasant of 
Gutenberg’s time”

http://transition.usaid.gov/stories/images/fp_iraq_literacy.jpg


18 community learning centers in Iraq’s 
Kurdish regions, and has agreed to provide 
25 NGOs with $40,000 (U.S.) as well as the 
“necessary equipment for the establishment 
of community learning centers.” This grant 
program is part of UNESCO’s broader 
LIFE initiative (13). As for the situation 
in Turkey, UNESCO’s Mother Tongue 
Day has spurred Kurdish demonstrations 
in Turkey to pressure the government to 
be more permissive of the use of Kurdish 
language in public settings (14). Some of the 
grass-roots minority education programs 
outlined in the 
UNESCO Manual 
for Developing 
Literacy and 
Adult Education 
Programmes in 
Minority Language 
Communities 
may someday be implemented in Kurdish 
regions of Turkey, although tense political 
relations between the Kurds and the Turkish 
government currently make this unlikely (15).

Another interesting project that is 
working to promote literacy among a 
linguistic minority community is the 
ATEK Reading Comprehension Program 
in Perú. Although Quechua-speaking 
individuals number about 1.5 million, 
social marginalization has resulted in a 
higher illiteracy rate in their communities 
than the Peruvian national average. ATEK 
uses literacy as the foundation for other 
community-based development projects; 
thematic areas covered in literacy courses 
include health, agriculture, animal 
husbandry, income generation, and civic 
education. Between 900 and 1,000 Quechua 
speakers residing in the Cusco province 
enroll in the program every year, and 
most are able to read and write fluently 
by the end of it. The biggest challenge 
for the ATEK Reading Comprehension 

Program is a lack of funding (16).

Women and Literacy
A recent UN study of 46 countries 

concluded that a one percent rise in women’s 
literacy is three times more likely to reduce 
childhood deaths than a one percent rise 
in the number of doctors worldwide, since 
literate mothers are more likely to use 
health resources effectively than illiterate 
mothers. Despite this statistic, women 
continue to make up two-thirds of the 
world’s one billion illiterate people (17). 

Ethiopia 
has one of the 
lowest women’s 
literacy rates 
in the world. 
However, the 
Integrated 
Wo m e n’s 

Empowerment Programme (IWEP) is 
working to change this by providing a 
“holistic, integrated and gender-sensitive 
adult education model with a strong 
potential to empower women by addressing 
their basic literacy and unique existential 
and livelihood needs.” In accordance with 
this goal statement, the program not 
only provides educational resources, but 
also focuses on entrepreneurial support 
and job skills training. Although IWEP 
is administered by the German Adult 
Education Association (DVV), it collaborates 
with governmental institutions, NGOs, 
women’s associations, and community based 
organizations in what it calls the “cluster 
approach.” This structure is a key feature 
that has enabled DVV to embed IWEP 
into existing local institutions, helping to 
ensure the program’s sustainablilty (18). 

Another program working to narrow 
the gender gap in literacy is the University 
of Massachusetts’ Learning for Life project 
in Afghanistan. Learning for Life takes a 

health approach to literacy, tailoring the 
program to focus primarily on hygiene, 
infectious diseases, birth planning, and 
nutrition. The project also has a “bridging 
program” specifically designed to help 
women who want to become midwives 
achieve the prerequisite health literacy. 
About 90% of the 8,500 women who 
enrolled in Learning for Life’s literacy 
classes passed the achievement assessment 
exam at the end of the course, but the 
project’s success is being undermined 
by “high levels of insecurity and social 
resistance” in the country, especially in 
Afghanistan’s southern provinces, where 
the program has had little success (19).

Literacy and Learning 
Disabilities

According to the NIH, learning disabilities 
include conditions that hinder “the ability 
to understand or use the spoken or written 
language,” as well as basic math skills and 
concentration. While there are many types 
of learning disabilities, three of them play 
particularly significant roles in undermining 
an individual’s ability to read and write: 
dyslexia, OWL LD, and dysgraphia. Studies 
estimate that about 10%-15% of all students 
suffer from these learning obstacles, but 
evidence also shows that customized 
writing and reading instruction can 
help students overcome such difficulties.

Dyslexia impairs word-level skills, 
such as decoding, word reading, and 
spelling. Many individuals with dyslexia 
have trouble reading at a normal pace. 
However, most dyslexics retain their 
oral language listening comprehension 
and their verbal reasoning skills. 

When dyslexia is accompanied by a 
loss of oral language skills, the affected 
child may be diagnosed with oral and 
written language learning disability (OWL 
LD), in which case the child has trouble 

understanding words spoken aloud. 
Educators working with students impacted 
by OWL LD must place a particular 
emphasis on phonological awareness. 

Dysgraphia is the third learning 
disability that pertains to literacy. Students 
that have dysgraphia are impaired in 
letter writing skills, and they may struggle 
with illegibility, lack of automaticity 
(how many legible letters they can write 
in 15 seconds), or slow writing rates.

Roles of Government and Educators
To aid students impacted by learning 

disabilities, the federal government passed 
the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act in 2004 to provide free, specialized 
instruction for all American public-school 
students with learning disabilities. The 
law regulates and directs states and public 
agencies to offer early intervention, special 
education, and related services to more 
than 6.5 million eligible infants, toddlers, 
children, and youth with disabilities.

In addition, extensive research has 
been conducted on how to best instruct 
students with dyslexia, OWL LD, or 
dysgraphia. Although federal legislation 
already recognizes the need for special 
education programs tailored towards 
those with learning disabilities, new 
findings continue to fine-tune and enhance 
current approaches. A recent emphasis is 
on educating instructors to teach in an 
“intellectually engaging way that includes 
meaning but also explicit instruction to bring 
the structures of oral language (by ear and 
mouth) and of written language (by eye and 
hand) into conscious awareness at all levels 
of language (subword, word, and text).”

More specifically, dyslexic students benefit 
from “explicit instruction in orthographic 
and phonological awareness of written and 
spoken words and their parts and mapping 
procedures for orthographic-phonological 
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“a one percent rise in women’s 
literacy is three times more likely to 
reduce childhood deaths than a one 
percent rise in the number of doctors 
worldwide” 



correspondences that may be complex,” as 
well as customized strategies that confer 
reading and spelling skills automatically. 
For OWL LD students, various ways of 
modeling and explicit instruction can 
help them learn, especially if the approach 
taken exposes the learner to both oral and 
written forms of language. Integrating oral 
and written language can thus further 
help students overcome their OWL LD. 

For cases of dysgraphia, researchers 
recommend that educators stress the 
“orthographic word form in written words 
and the constituent letters” to guide students 
to grasp effective handwriting and spelling.

Other Instructional Tools
A variety of effective tools are available for 

instructor use when it comes to preventing 
and mitigating learning disabilities from 
early on. Studies have found that the proper 
steps can prevent, or at least reduce, the 
severity of reading problems, especially 
if detected early. According to a study 
by Torgeson (1996), prevention and 
early intervention programs that include 
instruction on phonics, fluency, and reading 
comprehension by well-equipped teachers 
can dramatically improve the reading 
level of 90-95% of poor readers. Thus, 
the effective implementation of available 
resources is crucial to reduce the negative 
consequences of learning disabilities. 

For example, “Ladders to Literacy” is 
a series of specially devised activity books 
that are available for teachers that wish to 
emphasize phonological awareness and 
decoding in their young students. A set 
of lesson plans also targeting a younger 
audience, named “Road to the Code,” 
similarly focuses on the correspondence 
between letters and sound, as well as on 
phonological decoding. A long-standing, 
exceptional program in Toronto, Canada, 
called the Hospital for Sick Children’s 

Learning Disabilities Research Program, 
is also an example of an instructional 
research-based program that aims to 
“develop accurate and efficient decoding 
and word recognition and strategies for 
applying these skills to independent reading 
for meaning, information, and pleasure.” 
Meanwhile, in America, the Retrieval, 
Automaticity, Vocabulary, Engagement 
with Language, Orthography (RAVE-O) 
program, based in Boston, Massachusetts, 
is a representative research-backed program 
that improves vocabulary, reading fluency, 
and comprehension issues in dyslexic 
children, while also addressing “major 
linguistic components (phonological, 
orthographic, semantic, syntactic, and 
morphological)” and engaging children’s 
interests in “written language processes.” 
Also located in Massachusetts, the Wilson 
Language Training Corporation also 
sponsors widely recognized instructional 
programs that have been shown to 
be effective in enhancing students’ 
understanding of phonics, and morphology. 

There are many more examples of useful 
resources, such as Nelson’s Writing Lab 
based in Michigan, or the UW LDC lesson 
plans. However, it suffices to conclude that 
the vast array of workshops, programs, and 
instructional tools available is empowering 
teachers in primary education to identify 
and fight learning disabilities from early on.

Health Illiteracy
The National Assessment of Adult 

Literacy (NAAL) defines “health literacy” 
as the “degree to which individuals have 
the capacity to obtain, process, and 
understand basic health information and 
services needed to make appropriate health 
decisions.” Health literacy affects over 90 
million in the U.S., which amounts to about 
half of all American adults, and serves 
as a strong indicator of an individual’s 

ability to successfully maneuver through 
the various pitfalls and obstacles of the 
modern healthcare system; whether that 
implicates dutifully filling out forms, 
following the doctor’s directions, or 
attending to bureaucratic details like 
obtaining health insurance or prescriptions. 

Health literacy has also been correlated 
to how well an individual communicates his 
relevant health information to providers, 
and how committed an individual is 
to taking care of his own body with 
proper diet and exercise. Since failure to 
understand and follow medical advice 
can result in negative health effects and 
return visits for more serious cases, a 
study by the National Academy on an 
Aging Society has found that health 
illiteracy may be costing the U.S. healthcare 
system up to $30-$75 billion annually. 

The results of the NAAL survey in 
2003 revealed several key risk factors for 
health illiteracy. First, researchers found 
that health illiteracy tended to be more 
common among individuals belonging 
to minority groups, and especially for 
those whose first language is not English. 
This correlation was attributed to poorly 
designed health materials and services, 
which did not sufficiently provide for 
minority populations. An example of this 
could be a lack of translators in certain 
areas. The NAAL also found that older 
populations had a higher risk for health 
illiteracy. This finding was particularly 
disconcerting because older individuals 
tend to have greater need for frequent 
medical attention. In such cases, health 
illiteracy could be very costly, and in some 
extreme cases, even fatal. In addition, 
women with children were also identified 
as the third vulnerable group. Since 
health illiteracy often bars mothers from 
providing their children with adequate 
healthcare or nutrition, this last group paid 

a particularly heavy toll. The researchers 
of the NAAL study thus concluded that 
these three identified groups were in dire 
need of major structural improvements in 
the health system and better education 
systems to combat health illiteracy.

Action in the United States
Several strategies address health illiteracy 

in the United States. First of all, the recent 
emphasis on wider structural change for the 
healthcare system has shifted some focus 
away from mere superficial examination of 
patient-provider communication. Hence, 
there has been a concerted effort to increase 
the usability of health information or 
services. For example, health information 
is being made more easily accessible by 
the media, and great strides are being 
made in making such information easier 
to understand.   The readability of health 
related documents is being carefully 
assessed, and materials that are difficult 
for the public to comprehend are being 
translated into plain language. Serving as 
a potential model, the Canadian Public 
Health System, for example, has adopted 
plain language rules to smooth provider-
patient communication. Widespread 
distribution and use of health glossaries, 
as well as promotion of simplified health 
information, also play significant roles 
in giving the public access to reliable, yet 
easy-to-understand, health information. 

State-Level Action
Great strides have been taken, especially 

on the state government level, to make 
healthcare more accessible to the masses. 
For example, Virginia’s Center for Primary 
Care and Rural Health promotes the use 
of plain language and provides resources 
that equip agency staff and healthcare 
providers to better serve vulnerable 
populations. In Illinois, a Health Literacy 
Taskforce was created to carry out the 
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program “Health Literacy for All,” which 
was designed to give parents the tools to 
make better-informed decisions for their 
families. Alaska created resources targeted 
towards a younger population, that is, kids 
in second through eighth grades, to expose 
them, early on, to texts with health-related 
contents. Similarly, California devised a 
plan to assist health education curriculum 
development in its public schools, with the 
aim of providing students from kindergarten 
to twelfth grade with the necessary 
skills to navigate the healthcare system. 

Furthermore, Georgia’s Department 
of Adult and Technical Information has 
recently hired a Health Literacy Coordinator 
to implement a program that advocates for 
health literacy across hospitals, mental health 
facilities, senior centers, and community 
centers in the 
state, while 
Alabama’s 
Medicaid 
agency has 
c a r r i e d 
out tests to 
determine 
the readability of health materials. As 
such, state-level involvement in promoting 
health literacy has dramatically improved 
the number and quality of services and 
materials available to the health illiterate.

Along with the states already listed, 
Massachusetts, in particular, stands out for 
its excellent medical assistance programs. 
Spearheading the campaign to reach out to 
health-illiterate patients, the state provides 
multi-lingual assistance, digital media 
(such as videos) in many languages, and 
staff trained to communicate effectively. 
Such resources offer many advantages for 
nonnative speakers and elderly patients. 
The state also boasts implementation of 
health-based curriculums for adult literacy 
classes, which fulfill the dual purpose of 

educating the illiterate adults in basic 
reading and writing skills while also 
familiarizing them with health-related terms.

General Trend in the US and Final 
Remarks

In general, translational services and 
aid for the paperwork process in healthcare 
systems also alleviate some of the stress 
and confusion that many, especially 
nonnative English speakers in the US, 
encounter while seeking medical attention. 
Additionally, doctors and practitioners 
are given particular advice on how to 
treat older patients, who often need more 
time and care from their health providers. 
When it comes to dealing with the elderly, 
Robinson emphasizes simple language, 
effective communicational skills and 

body language, 
visual aids, and 
meticulous 
b e d s i d e 
manners.  Such 
guidelines help 
narrow the 
discrepancies 
between the 

patient’s understanding and the technical, 
medical jargon of health professionals, 
preventing health illiteracy from blocking 
patients from receiving proper care.

Furthermore, a concerted effort to 
raise the level of communication between 
health providers and the public, as well as 
collaboration between health professionals 
and adult educators, is helping the health 
illiterate attain better medical attention. 
Reading specialists, the mass media, minority 
news organizations, health communicators, 
plain language specialists, healthcare 
organizations, public health professionals, 
and legal experts contribute to improving 
health illiteracy in the United States. Adult 
education programs in the workplace, 

correctional facilities, job training, ESL 
programs, community programs, or 
distance learning programs also provide 
ample opportunity to familiarize the public 
with important health-related terms and 
information. While incorporating health-
related content into such preexisting 
templates of education, the Committee on 
Health Literacy also emphasizes sensitivity 
to cultural and language preferences.

In conclusion, the 2003 NAAL 
survey categorized 36% of American 
adults as possessing “basic” or “below 
basic” competency when it comes to 
health literacy skills. Lower scores were 
typically associated with non-English 
speaking minority groups, with the older 
population (over 65 years of age), and for 
women with children. Other studies have 
also recognized low-income and chronic 
illnesses as high-risk factors for the health 

illiterate. In light of the great economic 
and human costs of health illiteracy, many 
governmental agencies and health-care 
providers, as well as local organizations, 
have taken steps to ensure the availability 
of services and educational resources for 
those that need assistance. As the Institute 
of Medicine’s official statement in 2004 
reflects, advocates for health literacy in 
the United States continue to push for a 
better system in which “health…institutions 
take responsibility for providing clear 
communication and adequate support to 
facilitate health-promoting actions based 
on understanding.” With recognition of 
the need for structural improvements very 
much so on the radar of health systems 
in the U.S., it is heartening to know that 
many steps are being taken to reduce some 
of the confusion and misunderstandings 
encountered by the health illiterate.•“Spearheading the campaign to reach 

out to health-illiterate patients, the state 
provides multi-lingual assistance, digital 
media (such as videos) in many languages, 
and staff trained to communicate effectively.” 



Interested in helping out? There are plenty of ways to do so, 
whether you want to donate some spare change or a whole week.

UVA STUDENTS

VOLUNTEER

CAREERS

20 21

Catalyze
Lisa Kessler

McGuffey Reading Center: McGuffey is the oldest operating University reading center 
in the country. Located at UVA’s Curry School of Education, the center offers diagnostic 
and teaching clinics staffed by graduate students and supervised by resident faculty.

EDIS 5760 Adolescent Literacy: Participants enrolled in this three credit-hour 
online graduate course, offered through the Curry School, will examine effective 
ways to address the literacy needs of adolescent learners.  The course begins 
with an overview of adolescent learners’ characteristics and the stages of literacy 
development. Additionally, participants will have the opportunity to explore the role 
and value of technology as we consider the multiple literacies of the 21st century. 

Literacy Volunteers of Charlottesville/Albemarle (LVCA) provides one-on-one, 
confidential tutoring in basic literacy and English as a second language to adults living 
or working in Charlottesville and Albemarle County. This volunteer program has helped 
locally promote literacy for 28 years, and is always looking for more people to help out. 

http://literacyforall.org/

PALS (Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening): developed by the Curry School, 
this is a screening, diagnostic, and mentoring tool for measuring the fundamental 
components for literacy. Students can help faculty research and synthesize results.  

http://pals.virginia.edu/ 

Teach for America: Teach, lead, and inspire kids in classrooms. Teach for America 
recruits a diverse group of young, talented leaders who work to expand educational 
opportunity, starting by teaching for two years in a low-income community. Through 
a network of trained post-graduates selected through a rigorous application process, 
Teach for America provides an excellent education for kids in low-income communities. 
Although 16 million American children face the extra challenges of poverty, an 
increasing body of evidence shows they can achieve at the highest levels, a goal that 
Teach for America strives to reach. You can join the effort by applying for a position. 
Participants go on to pursue many other fields after their two-year commitment.  

http://www.teachforamerica.org/

Curry School of Education at the University of Virginia offers undergraduate, masters, 
and doctoral degrees in the fields of education. At Curry, you will have opportunities 
to participate in ground-breaking research, collaborate with internationally renowned 
faculty and contribute to solving real-life problems faced in multiple facets of education.  
Graduates from the Curry School, whether they are teaching young people, leading 
in the public or private sectors, or conducting cutting-edge research, are creating 
positive change in their communities. Current UVA students apply to the five year 
Bachelor/Master in Teaching program in their second year. Admitted students meet 
Virginia licensure requirements while earning their bachelors and masters degrees. 
Areas of study include Early Childhood Education, Elementary Education, Special 
Education, and Secondary Education (English, foreign language, math, science, 
social studies). The Curry School also offers the Bachelor of Science in Education 
degree in two program areas: Speech-Pathology and Audiology and Kinesiology. 

The International Reading Association is dedicated to promoting high levels 
of literacy for all by improving the quality of reading instruction, disseminating 
research and information about reading, and encouraging the lifetime reading habit. 

Become a member by donating through their website at http://www.reading.org/. 
For students, the membership donation fee is only $24.00. 

Check out the World Literacy Foundation, which works to decrease illiteracy in impoverished 
locations globally. After browsing through their various programs, make a donation:

http://www.worldliteracyfoundation.org/donate.html

Literacy.org is an innovative website jointly sponsored by the International 
Literacy Institute (ILI) and the National Center on Adult Literacy (NCAL) 
at the University of Pennsylvania’s Graduate School of Education. Donate to 
help them continue to expand their resources and spread literacy in America. 

http://www.proliteracy.org/.• 

MOOLAH

Locations for Teach for America. ©Teach for America.

http://literacyforall.org/
http://www.teachforamerica.org/
http://www.reading.org/
http://www.proliteracy.org/
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Rebel’s Literacy
Sandra Menendez

When Fidel Castro rose to power in 
Cuba in 1959, he claimed he would eradicate 
illiteracy within the nation in just over a 
year. His plan was simple; level the “class 
conflict” playing field, paving the way for 
successful Communist rule, by giving 
everyone the ability to read and write. In 
November 1960, Castro’s advisors completed 
a census of the illiterate, reaching into 
even the most remote areas of farmland. 

They found were 985,000 illiterate children 
and adults: 41.7% of the illiterate resided in 
the country, while a mere 11% inhabited 
cities. These results were explained by early 
education during the pre-Castro, Batista 
reign. Wealthier 
Cubans would 
send their 
children to 
be educated 
abroad, or to 
attend lavish 
private schools. 
Rural schools 
were inferior even to the public school 
system; they taught little about “practical” 
farming, and were too far away for many 
children to walk to. Castro implemented a 
“Cuban Literacy Campaign” from January 
1st to December 22nd, 1961. Transforming 
all army camps, bases and police stations, 
as well as existing schoolhouses into 
“centers for literacy,” 707,212 people, 
including the Cuban army, adults of 
every age, and children became literate. 
In 2012, the trend continued; nearly 
99% of both Cuban men and women are 
described as “literate,” making the nation 
the most literate in all of Latin America. 

To educate 985,000 people, Castro 
needed a counter army of sorts. He gathered 

professional teachers, factory workers, 
teachers, and any adult who could read 
or write. It still wasn’t enough. On April 
15, Castro closed all secondary schools, 
rounded up all literate 9-19 year-olds, 
and created a group of about 100,000 
student “volunteers,” dubbed brigadistas, 
to create a student-“teacher” ration of 1:4.

Castro claimed that his literate volunteers 
had to “teach and learn.” He claimed that 
those who were literate did not have any 
right to authoritative power over the illiter-
ate. Most lessons on reading and writing 
occurred on the farm or the sugarcane fields. 
Both student and teacher would work to-

gether while 
discussing 
government-
approved 
reading 
passages 
and lesson 
plans, such 
as “Fidel is 

Our Leader” or “The Land is Ours.” The 
lesson plans were systematic. In order 
to avoid authoritarianism, students and 
teachers started their assignment with 
a packet of photographs, given to them 
by the government, that they had to 
discuss in “light, friendly” terms that 
bore no class distinction. After this small 
task was completed, the teacher could 
begin the reading lesson followed by a 
government-regulated test that had to be 
passed. Once all lessons were completed, 
the student submitted a letter in his or 
her own handwriting to Castro himself, 
claiming literacy and nationalistic pride. 
All 707,212 of these letters can be found 
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in Cuba’s national history museum today.
However, the Campaign for Cuban 

Literacy carries dark undertones. A 
student volunteer, Conrado Benítez, just 
18, was shot and killed during a lesson by 
counterrevolutionaries. To combat fear, 
Castro developed a plan in which all of 
his brigadistas would stand together, like 
soldiers, wearing uniforms and a beret 
to honor the fallen Benítez. In addition, 
Castro often felt himself pressured by his 
one-year-literacy goal. He closed schools 
for an additional eight months to meet 
the goal. If students weren’t learning fast 
enough or fell behind during lessons, they 
were sent to newly designed army camps 
where they worked more intensely with a 

professional teacher. Further, government 
officials sent around flags to households 
and villages. Once everyone in a household 
became literate, they could display a flag 
on the family door, once a whole town of 
doors existed, a flag could be raised in the 
center of the village. For one year the Cuban 
people suffered under community pressure 
rather than a sense of national identity.

On December 22, 1961 Castro claimed 
that the majority of the population 
was literate and ended the campaign. 
Cuba’s literacy impeccable literacy rates 
have impressed the 21st century world 
leaders. However, his people suffered 
throughout the entirety of the campaign, 
for literacy came at a serious cost.•

“Once you learn to read, you will be 
forever free” said Frederick Douglass. What 
is freedom other than rights? In many 
countries, women’s literacy rates are far 
below those of men and without literacy, 
women are often even not aware of their 
rights. Without this awareness, women 
do not know what they should be fighting 
for. Education and literacy are the ways 
in which women can learn about laws, 
human rights, politics and religion in their 
own countries and in a global context.  

Female illiteracy in Nepal is due to the 
Hindu social structure of interdependence 
that shapes their society and the countries’ 
history of patriarchy. As politics and 
economics became more open in the 
1950s, the need for an informed public 
grew and consequently literacy programs 
formed.  Women were not included in these 

programs until the 1980s, partly because 
the UN named 1975 the Women’s Year and 
created programs that included women 
in the development process around the 
globe. Still to this day, the primary goal 

Women and Literacy: Is 
Reading Dangerous?

Mary Donovan

“If students weren’t learning fast 
enough or fell behind during lessons, they 
were sent to newly designed army camps 
where they worked more intensely with 
a professional teacher.”



T

25

Literature & Politics
Emilio Esteban

USA Highlight

The United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
writes in a report that improved literacy 
has several notable human benefits, such 
improved self-esteem and creativity. The 
paper, titled the Education for All Global 
Monitoring Report, also says that political 
participation is empowered through literacy, 
due to some of literacy’s more abstract 
benefits such as increased self-reliance 
and freer thinking (1). Political history 
throughout the years shows the importance 
of literature and literacy in politics.

Though not as widely circulated today, 
printed pamphlets were commonly used 
from the 16th to 19th century as a way of 
spreading political messages. Perhaps 
the most well-known of these tracts is 
Thomas Paine’s 1776 work, Common 
Sense. Published in January of that year, it 
focuses on the suffering of the American 
colonies, blaming England and England’s 
ruler, King George III. Paine’s work was a 
best seller, with nearly half a million copies 
put into circulation (2). Many historians 
credit Common Sense with catalyzing the 
American Revolution’s development. Only 
half a year later, Paine would see an idea he 
called for in Common Sense realized, in the 
form of the Declaration of Independence (3).

During the Reconstruction Era following 
the United States’ Civil War, it was common 
for white supremacists in state legislatures 
to implement “Jim Crow” laws, which were 
intended to disenfranchise black voters. 
One particular example from 1882 South 
Carolina was known as the “Eight Box 
Law” (4). The law required multiple ballot 
boxes to be placed in each voting location; 
a ballot would only be counted if it was 
placed in the correct box. Instructions for 

finding the correct box were written on 
the ballots, so illiterate voters were more 
likely than not to choose the wrong box 
and lose their vote. This indirect literacy 
test primarily impacted the state’s largely 
illiterate black population (5). Other literacy 
tests also existed during this era of Jim 
Crow laws, although most versions were 
simply managed by registrars who could 
reject minority voters as they saw fit (6).

Political scientist Henry Milner writes 
in his 2002 book Civic Literacy that the 
increased reliance on television instead 
of print media has a real political impact. 
Milner hypothesizes that newspapers 
try to reach as many people as possible, 
while TV programs must by nature 
find a small group of loyal viewers. TV 
programs are therefore more susceptible to 
commercialization and, as one cited study 
puts it, become “a uniquely effective vehicle 
for communicating deceptive claims.”  
Milner’s own study shows that countries 
with greater reliance on television had 
higher rates of functional illiteracy and 
lower political participation overall. In the 
United States, high television usage has 
arguably changed the way campaigning 
works—different demographics are 
targeted, and campaign spending has 
drastically increased. Government 
policy has also shifted as a result (7).  

Milner’s work is one of several studies 
that point to a relationship between political 
participation and literacy. As we move 
through an electronically dominated age of 
information it is uncertain how television 
and, more recently, the internet will affect 
the future of American politics. However, 
the written word still remains an important 
tool in making informed political decisions.• 
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of a woman’s life is to give birth, and only 
men can inherit ancestral lands. Hindu 
social structure of interdependence shapes 
Nepali society. Part of this interdependence 
includes placing women in the household 
and men in the outside world.  Is it 
possible to maintain interdependence 
in Nepal and have gender equity? 1 

Without high levels of literacy, human 
rights violations against women, such as 
trafficking, domestic violence, rape and sexual 
assault are a serious problem in Nepal, and 
women have no way of redressing these 
problems. The large numbers of Nepali 
women who migrate to the Middle East for 
better job opportunities, usually domestic 
work, suffer 
many kinds 
of abuse along 
the way. 2

Morocco 
is another country where women’s rights 
are abused due to their low literacy.  A 16 
year old girl, Amina Filali, killed herself 
over an issue of women’s rights, when she 
was raped and beaten, then forced to marry 
her rapist.  Article 475 in Morocco’s penal 
code allows rapists to marry their victims 
to prevent prosecution, which means 
men can continue to sexually harass and 
punish women who have already been 
victimized.3 Oddly enough, there are also 
laws in Morocco’s penal code that protect 
women’s rights, such as Article 19, which 
gives equal civil, political, economic, 
social, cultural and environmental rights 
to men and women. 4 Such laws are 
obviously not put into practice.  How can 
women work to change discrimination 
against them, and uphold laws like 
Article 19, if they cannot read these laws?

The male literacy rate of Morocco is near 

double that of women.5 It is not shocking 
that men have more power in government 
and in the legal system.  The legal system is 
inaccessible for women; without an adequate 
education, women cannot conceptualize 
and plan laws in government. If victimized, 
women have a hard time pressing charges. 
For example, if a rapist is acquitted, the 
victim risks being charged for having 
consensual sex outside of marriage, 
other crime women can be punished for.  

Research shows that literacy and political 
participation are closely tied together.  
In Nigeria, literate women report that 
they feel more confident participating 
in community meetings, while illiterate 

women are 
less likely to 
participate.6 
L iterac y 
programs 

also help women break into traditionally 
male-dominated fields of work.  However, 
sometimes breaking into the literacy 
programs is half the battle – the same 
barriers that prevent women from 
going to school in the first place and 
from leaving the household prevent 
women from going to literacy clinics. 6     

Illiteracy is one of the many factors 
contributing to the suppression of women 
across the globe.  Literacy programs are 
certainly helping women gain confidence 
and ability to participate in government 
and law, to enable them to fight for their 
rights. Yet women still face opposition 
when trying to better themselves.  The old 
saying “Knowledge is power” has never been 
more true – literacy allows women to think 
independently, affect change and inspire 
others.  Reading is “dangerous” in that it 
opens the door for all kinds of change.•

  

“Is it possible to maintain interdependence 
[of Hindu social structure] in Nepal and 
have gender equity?”
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Boredom Killers... 
Free Time Fillers

Mary Donovan

DOCUMENTARIES
Maestra (Teacher)  (2010)
Cuba, 1961: A literary campaign was launched as 
part of the revolution. Thanks to 250,000 volunteers, 
700,000 Cubans learned to read and write. Almost 
half of these volunteers were under 18 years old and 
most of them were women. Many of their families 
did not approve of their decision to teach literacy. 
This documentary interviews volunteers to fill in the 
back-story of why Cuba has such a high literary rate 
today compared to other Caribbean countries. Hear 
the volunteers’ transformative testimonies of their 
experiences spreading literacy and breaking gender 
barriers across the island. As one woman says, “it 
was the most important thing that I have ever done.” 
http://www.maestrathefilm.org/

To Be Heard (2010)
Can words change lives? For three teens from South Bronx, they did. When they 
start writing poetry, they slowly begin to change their lives and futures. These 
teens take a radical poetry class with the motto “If you don’t write your own 
life, someone else will write it for you.” The students learn self-awareness, and 

express it through writing. While watching the 
film, it’s impossible not to get caught up in the 
characters’ stories and hope for their success.
http://www.tobeheard.org/index.html

MOVIES
Precious
Precious is illiterate, obese, a mother of two 
children, and a 16 years old. She lives in 
Harlem, where she suffers abuse from both 
her parents. After her second pregnancy she is 
taken out of school and placed in an alternative 
one where she is inspired by her teacher to 
learn to read and write, creating new hope in 
life. This is a raw, graphic, and eye-opening film 
- sure to make a lasting impression. 

BOOKS
Three Cups of Tea by Greg Mortenson and 
David Oliver Relin
Greg Mortenson set out to climb the second 
highest mountain in the world in Pakistan, 
but encountered problems along the way. 
His journey was interrupted by the need 
to save another climber, and he ended up 
descending the mountain by himself. He 
stopped at the village of Korphe, and vowed 
to return the kindness he received there 
by building a school. This was the start of 
his mission to build 55 schools for girls in 
Taliban-controlled territory. Building schools 
allowed the girls an education, a chance 
to better their lives, and the opportunity 
to educate the entire community. While 
there are disputes over its accuracy, it is a 
compelling story with an important message about the power of literacy. 

The Freedom Writer’s Diary by Zlata Fillopic
When Erin Gruwell went to teach “at risk” students in Long Beach, California, 
she was optimistic and totally unprepared. After mentioning the Holocaust, she 
noticed her students’ blank and uncomprehending looks. She decided to educate 
her students through reading and writing, starting with Anne Frank’s diary. Her 
students saw parallels with this book to their own lives, and begin to express and 
transform themselves through writing. This is a book about the importance of 
literacy, the good a determined teacher can do, and how it can impact the lives of 
others. 

BLOGS
World Literacy Foundation Blog: 

http://worldliteracy.tumblr.com/

Global Literacy Matters Blog: 
http://proliteracyinternational.blogspot.com/

http://www.maestrathefilm.org/
http://www.tobeheard.org/index.html
http://worldliteracy.tumblr.com/
http://proliteracyinternational.blogspot.com/
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index.htm (other literacy tests)
7- Milner, Thomas. Civic Literacy: How Informed Citizens Make 
Democracy Work. Tufts University. 2002.
Women and Literacy:
1-  http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001386/138638e.pdf
2- http://www.hrw.org/world-report-2012/world-report-
2012-nepal
3-  http://www.avaaz.org/en/forced_to_marry_her_rapist_b/
4- http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/03/23/morocco-girl-s-death-
highlights-flawed-laws
5- https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/
geos/mo.html
6- http://www.unesco.org/education/GMR2006/full/chapt5_eng.
pdf

The Situation
1) “The Global Literacy Challenge.” UNESCO.org, <http://unesdoc.
unesco.org/images/0016/001631/163170e.pdf>
2) “The National Institute for Literacy—Stats and Resources.” 
<http://www.caliteracy.org/nil>
3) “Fast Facts: Enrollment.” National Center for Education Statis-
tics, Institute of Education Sciences. <http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/
display.asp?id=98>
4) “Undergraduate Education, Enrollment, and Degrees in the 
United States.” Science and Engineering Indicators 2012, National 
Science Foundation. <http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/seind12/c2/
c2s2.htm>
5) “Illiteracy: An Incurable Disease or Education Malpractice?” 
National Right to Read Foundation. < http://www.nrrf.org/
essay_Illiteracy.html>
6) “Demographics: Overall.” National Assessment of Adult Literacy, 
National Center for Education Statistics. < http://nces.ed.gov/naal/
kf_demographics.asp>
7) “Adult and Youth Literacy: Global Trends in Gender Parity,” 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics. < http://www.unesco.org/educa-
tion/ild2010/FactSheet2010_Lit_EN.pdf>
8) “Statistics on Literacy” UNESCO Education. < http://www.
unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/
literacy/resources/statistics/>
9) “Literacy and Education Data for the School Year Ending in 
2010.” UNESCO Institute for Statistics. < http://www.uis.unesco.
org/literacy/Pages/adult-youth-literacy-data-viz.aspx>

WBD
(1) “Relationship Between Literacy, Education, and Development.” 
UNESCO. http://www2.unescobkk.org/elib/publications/Training-
Manual/MODULE1.PDF 
(2) Osorio-O’Dea, Patricia. “Bilingual Education: An Overview.” 
Congressional Research Service. 2001.
(3) Krashen, Steven. “Bilingual Education Works.” Rethinking 
Schools. 2001. http://www.rethinkingschools.org/index.shtml 
(4) “Read Conmigo.” Infinity Insurance. http://www.readconmigo.
org/ 
(5) “Adult Education and Literacy.” U.S. Department of Education. 
2012. http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ovae/pi/AdultEd/
index.html 
(6) “ProLiteracy America.” ProLiteracy. 2012. www.proliteracy.org. 
(7) “The Family and Child Education Program.” UNESCO 
Institute for Lifelong Learning. 2012. http://www.unesco.org/uil/
litbase/?menu=9&programme=87 
(8) Steen, Lynn Arthur. “Mathematics and Democracy: the Case 
for Quantitative Literacy.” The National Council on Education 
and the Disciplines. 2001. http://www.maa.org/ql/MathAnd-
Democracy.pdf 
(9) “About the National Numeracy Network.” Science Education 
Research Center, Carleton College. http://serc.carleton.edu/nnn/
about/index.html 
(10) “Education for All Goals.” UNESCO. 2012. http://www.
unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/leading-the-international-
agenda/education-for-all/efa-goals/ 
(11) “UNLD Mid-Decade Review.” UNESCO. 2012. http://www.
unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/
literacy/unld-mid-decade-review/ 
(12) “Literacy Initiative.” UNESCO. 2012. http://www.unesco.org/
new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/un-
literacy-decade/literacy-initiative-life/ 
(13) “Involving Local NGOs in Literacy Programs.” UNESCO 
Office for Iraq. 2011.
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/iraq-office/about-this-office/single-
view/news/involving_local_ngos_in_literacy_programs_in_iraq/ 
(14) “Kurdish Rights on UNESCO’s International Mother Lan-
guage Day.” Support Kurds in Syria. 2011. http://supportkurds.
org/news/kurdish-rights-on-unesco%E2%80%99s-international-
mother-language-day/ 

(15) “Manual for Developing Literacy and Adult Education Pro-
grammes in Minority Language Communities.” UNESCO. 2004. 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001351/135164e.pdf 
(16) “ATEK Reading Comprehension.” UNESCO Institute 
for Lifelong Learning. 2012. http://www.unesco.org/uil/
litbase/?menu=4&programme=37 
(17) “Global Literacy.” CAFAmerica. http://www.cafamerica.org/
dnn/Portals/0/Issue%20Briefs/CAF_globalLiteracy_r2.pdf 
(18) “Integrated Women’s Empowerment Program.” UNESCO 
Institute for Lifelong Learning. 2012. http://www.unesco.org/uil/
litbase/?menu=4&programme=84 
(19) “Learning for Life.” UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning. 
2012. http://www.unesco.org/uil/litbase/?menu=8&programme=76
20- Torgeson, J.K. (1996). Phonological awareness: A critical factor 
in dyslexia. Baltimore: The International Dyslexia Association.
21- Berninger, Virginia Wise, and Beverly J Wolf. Teaching Stu-
dents with Dyslexia and Dysgraphia: Lessons From Teaching and 
Science. Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes Pub. Co., 2009.
22- Torgeson, J.K. (1996). Phonological awareness: A critical factor 
in dyslexia. Baltimore: The International Dyslexia Association.
23- Berninger, Virginia Wise, and Beverly J Wolf. Teaching Stu-
dents with Dyslexia and Dysgraphia: Lessons From Teaching and 
Science. Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes Pub. Co., 2009.
23- Robinson, Thomas. “Family Practice Management.” Family 
Practice Management. 13.8 (2006): 73-78. Web. 25 Oct. 2012.
24- Rudd, Rima. “Objective 11-2. Improvement of Health Literacy 
.” Communicating Health: Priorities and Strategies for Progress. 
Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, n.d. Web. 25 
Oct 2012.
25- Kindig, David. “National Academy of Sciences.” National 
Academy of Sciences. n. page. Web. 26 Oct. 2012. <http://www.
iom.edu/~/media/Files/Report Files/2004/Health-Literacy-A-
Prescription-to-End-Confusion/healthliteracyfinal.pdf>.
26- Rudd, Rima. “Objective 11-2. Improvement of Health Literacy 
.” Communicating Health: Priorities and Strategies for Progress. 
Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, n.d. Web. 25 
Oct 2012. <http://odphp.osophs.dhhs.gov/projects/healthcomm/
objective2.htm>.
27- Matthews T, Sewell J. State official’s guide to health literacy. 
Lexington, KY: Council of State Governments, 2002.
28- Kutner, Mark. “Health Literacy of America’s Adults.” Meeting 
of the Minds II Symposium. National Library of Medicine, 30 
November 2006. Web. 5 Oct 2012. <http://www.calpro-online.org/
researchtopractice/MoM2ppt/markKutnerPlenary.pdf>.
29- Kindig, David. “National Academy of Sciences.” National 
Academy of Sciences. n. page. Web. 26 Oct. 2012. <http://www.
iom.edu/~/media/Files/Report Files/2004/Health-Literacy-A-
Prescription-to-End-Confusion/healthliteracyfinal.pdf>.

Rebel’s Literacty
Sources: (this is paper put forth by a professor at Arizona State 
University)
http://168.96.200.17/ar/libros/lasa98/Supko.pdf

Literature & Politics
1- http://www.unesco.org/education/GMR2006/full/chapt5_eng.
pdf
2- http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/thomas-paine-
publishes-common-sense (Paine) 
3- http://www.earlyamerica.com/earlyamerica/milestones/com-
monsense/ (Thomas Paine)
4- http://baic.house.gov/historical-essays/essay.
html?intID=5&intSectionID=23 (Jim Crow, 8 box)
5- http://books.google.com/books?id=EFSbwGk2szgC&pg=PA414
&lpg=PA414&source=bl&ots=qAL01kBVKL&sig=hDUjC1OdPa
gzg6xDV9HQPXDguFk&hl=en&sa=X&ei=cxxvUJu8Komm8gT8
y4C4Bg&ved=0CD0Q6AEwBA#v=onepage&q=eight%20box%20
law&f=false (8 box law)
6- http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/question/feb12/

Works Cited

http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/question/feb12/index.htm
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001386/138638e.pdf
http://www.hrw.org/world-report-2012/world-report-2012-nepal
http://www.hrw.org/world-report-2012/world-report-2012-nepal
http://www.avaaz.org/en/forced_to_marry_her_rapist_b/
http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/03/23/morocco-girl-s-death-highlights-flawed-laws
http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/03/23/morocco-girl-s-death-highlights-flawed-laws
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mo.html
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mo.html
http://www.unesco.org/education/GMR2006/full/chapt5_eng.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/education/GMR2006/full/chapt5_eng.pdf
http://www2.unescobkk.org/elib/publications/TrainingManual/MODULE1.PDF
http://www2.unescobkk.org/elib/publications/TrainingManual/MODULE1.PDF
http://www.rethinkingschools.org/index.shtml
http://www.readconmigo.org/
http://www.readconmigo.org/
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ovae/pi/AdultEd/index.html
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ovae/pi/AdultEd/index.html
http://www.proliteracy.org
http://www.unesco.org/uil/litbase/?menu=9&programme=87
http://www.unesco.org/uil/litbase/?menu=9&programme=87
http://www.maa.org/ql/MathAndDemocracy.pdf
http://www.maa.org/ql/MathAndDemocracy.pdf
http://serc.carleton.edu/nnn/about/index.html
http://serc.carleton.edu/nnn/about/index.html
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/leading-the-international-agenda/education-for-all/efa-goals/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/leading-the-international-agenda/education-for-all/efa-goals/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/leading-the-international-agenda/education-for-all/efa-goals/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/unld-mid-decade-review/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/unld-mid-decade-review/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/unld-mid-decade-review/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/un-literacy-decade/literacy-initiative-life/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/un-literacy-decade/literacy-initiative-life/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/un-literacy-decade/literacy-initiative-life/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/iraq-office/about-this-office/single-view/news/involving_local_ngos_in_literacy_programs_in_iraq/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/iraq-office/about-this-office/single-view/news/involving_local_ngos_in_literacy_programs_in_iraq/
http://supportkurds.org/news/kurdish-rights-on-unesco%E2%80%99s-international-mother-language-day/
http://supportkurds.org/news/kurdish-rights-on-unesco%E2%80%99s-international-mother-language-day/
http://supportkurds.org/news/kurdish-rights-on-unesco%E2%80%99s-international-mother-language-day/
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001351/135164e.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/uil/litbase/?menu=4&programme=37
http://www.unesco.org/uil/litbase/?menu=4&programme=37
http://www.cafamerica.org/dnn/Portals/0/Issue Briefs/CAF_globalLiteracy_r2.pdf
http://www.cafamerica.org/dnn/Portals/0/Issue Briefs/CAF_globalLiteracy_r2.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/uil/litbase/?menu=4&programme=84
http://www.unesco.org/uil/litbase/?menu=4&programme=84
http://www.unesco.org/uil/litbase/?menu=8&programme=76
http://www.unesco.org/education/GMR2006/full/chapt5_eng.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/education/GMR2006/full/chapt5_eng.pdf
http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/thomas-paine-publishes-common-sense
http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/thomas-paine-publishes-common-sense
http://www.earlyamerica.com/earlyamerica/milestones/commonsense/
http://www.earlyamerica.com/earlyamerica/milestones/commonsense/
http://baic.house.gov/historical-essays/essay.html?intID=5&intSectionID=23
http://baic.house.gov/historical-essays/essay.html?intID=5&intSectionID=23
http://www.ferris.edu/htmls/news/jimcrow/question/feb12/index.htm


30 31




