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A'silent crisis' of illiteracy 
In Phila., 22percellt lack basic skills. Training is available; demand is higlt 
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Amid 'silent crisis,' center 

aims to boost adult literacy 


U1'IIIM:Y from Bl 
generated barely a cough 
from the public and policy. 
makers because, unlike AIDS 
or drunk dri-nng. no grass­
roots literacy movement de­
mands their attendon. 

Vet illiteracy, Harvey says, 
eucerbates virtually every !lO­
cietal III. Adults who can't 
read have trouble maintain­
ing their health and caring 
for their children. When jobs 
are scarce~ they are more like-. 
ly to become either victims or 
perpetrators of crime. 

According to ProLiteracy, 
60 percent of inmates can 
barely read and write, and 
"Jow literacy" is responsible 
for losses of at least $225 bil­
lion annually from nonproduc· I 
tivity in the workforce, crime 
and lost tax revenues, 

In Philadelphia, more than I 
60 scbools and community I 
groups offer adult literacy I 
training; most are designed i 
to help students with moder· I 
ate skills esrn a GED. Vet " 

Iller;; 'Irnr/lbT enorrgln!Ia!rSes-i 
to meet the city'S needs. i 

Those who cannot read ' 
words such as if or ...hen find 
fewer options. Which ex­
plains the long waitinillist for 
Carol Miller's cla.s in the 'I 
Kensington CLC. The clas. 
meets four hours a day, three 
days a week. Last month, Mm· 
er taught her students how to : 
use a ruler, decipher an elec­
tric bill and use the Internet. 'I 

Adult learners often 8ssoci~ 
ale school with failure and 'I 

embarrassment, 80 Miller is 
careful to acknowledge the 
\'alue of thei.· life experience. I 
She choo... age-appropriate , 
materials and assigns essays I 
on topiCS such as "the most ~ 
preciOUS gift you have ever 
received." 

- TIiieloenaier~who didn't 
want her name used wrote 
about winning athletic tro­
phie •. She did well enough to 
graduate in 2007 from Martin 
Luther King High School, and 
L"Ompleted a senior project on i 
Lisa Leslie of the WNBA, But i 
her reading skills were limit­
ed. Like most CI,c students, 
she has a leamiug disability. 

"Hefore, when I would 
sound out words. it didn't 
come (Jut nght/' the teenager! 
explains. When she applied to ' 
Community College of Phi ... • , 
delphia, she was referred to 
CLC, where she has made sig· 
nifieant progress and was : 
able to move into a culinary. 
arts tmining program. As a 
result, she got • part·time job. I 

"My students are not men· 
tally di ...bled," says Miller. ' 
Nor, she says+ are they stu~ ; 
pid, as many were laheled as 

I
, 

children. "They have learninll 
differences. but tha~s dilTer­ ' 
ent from a low IQ." 

ncr 18 students are among 
.he m""t motivated in the 
school. A balf·hour before 
class starts, they gather in 
the hallway, waiting ft»· the 
door to open. 

t'our had graduated from 
high school, induding one " 
who did not know the multipli· 
cation tables. Two have been 
homeless. A5O-year·oId moth­
er attend.. with her 26-year­
old son. Severnl have spent 
dme in prison. And one, now 
in his 60s, has had a success­
ful career as a jeweler for 38 
years. 

Teaching children to resd 
and write is fairly basic. AI· 
though the pedagugical tools i 
have been refined since .Jane 
saw Spot run, gettillll a stu· , 
dent to the sillth-grade level 

not require a genome 
project, 

So how. in this 21st century, 
~!L~lio~~_!-,niyer~
and mandatory, can~32 mil. 
lion Americans - one in sev~ 
en adults end up as Witer· 
ate as feudal serf.? 

The main culprit'" research 
shows, are failing schools, 
poverty and immigration. 

·Children get bogged down 
and never really develop the 
literacy they need to func­
tion," explains Diane Inverso. 
diredor of education for the 
Mayor's Commission on Liter­
acy. Once they moVe to high. 
er grades l they are assumed 
to be proficient, and little lit· 
eracy is taught. 

Resourceful students mask 
their problems - copying ma. 
terial., verbatim or using muJ­
timedia. Others get pushed 
thl'Ough the system or dl'Op 
out. SliD others wrestle with 
English as their second Ian. 
guage, 

To help students bresk out 
of the poverty that generally 
is linked to illiteracy, CLC of. 
rers help writing resumes. 
conducting job searches and 
preparinll for interviews. It 
also provide. .a life-.kills 
counselor to help students 
lransition to college, work Or 
training programs. 

"We have to address the 
bal·riers. 'I says Wagner. "If 
they conl walk to cl..... safe­
ly, they won't come, If they 
live with -nolence in their 
home, they won't come. If 
they don't have adequate 
health care. ther won't 
corne." 

The center, funded by state 

and federal grant.. and pri. 
vate foundations, started 21 
years ago with 67 students. 
Now more than 400 come to 
cta.~~R: ~~. -­

Their educational back­
ground. run the gamut. One 
student told MlUer that his pa­
rochial school teachers had 
him clean the cafeteria some , 
days and called it '1ife skills.' ' 

She shakes her head. "He ' 
was just written off." 

Miller ha. a Iesching de- ' 
gre. and an M.B.A. For 2S 
years, she worked at Dechert 
Price, where ber last job was 
as a senior manager. 

She volunteered at CLC in 
2002 and found the work 80 
rewarding that three years 
ago, she became one of the 
center's six fun~rime instruc­
tors and i~, associate direc­
tof. 

"I see our studenf!'f make 
progress. So you have to won. 
der, what Was going on for u 
years when they were in 
school? And where are the 
truant officers?" 

During a recent class on 
percent"lles, one student told 
Miller, "I always wondered 
about litis percenrage thing." 
He had a cred it card and 
didn't realize he was being 
charged 24 percent intere.'ll. 
"He had been paying only !be 
minimum amount listed on 
the bill every month and 
didn'l understand why he 
owed $7'10." 

One of tbe lIllddest conclu­
sions that experts are draw­
ing from the recent literacy 
report is that little has 
changed in the last 20 year •. 

"Tlte study didn't teU us 

anything we didn't already I 
know or suspEd::' says Mi'1
chael Westover, acting dln.",­
tor of Pennsylvania~s Bureau 
of Adult Basic and Urerney 
Education. 

Gov. Rendell has increased 
funding, but advocate .. say it 
doesn't offserdwindling feder­
al grants and growing de. 
mand. 

Facing a bleak job market, 
Miller says, some of her belli 
students feel ambivalent 
about grad ...tio!l- Two of the 
four wbo were able to move 
up into the (tED classes last 
year never showed up in sep.
tember, 

"11lere IS a fear of success," 
she says. They wOIT}' that jf 
they become more educoted, 
they will Jose tbeir friends. 
And jf they finaUy earn their 
dC(!1'ee, they may not be up to 
new cbailenges. 

"They worry," she says 
"wbat will happen wbe~ 
they're required to take the 
next step," 
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