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Ȱ,ÉÔÅÒÁÃÙ ÓËÉÌÌÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÎ ÁÂÓÏÌÕÔÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȢ  
Whether you are trying to catch a bus, take medication, use a 
computer, or even participate in your government, being 
able to read and understand is fundamental to our lives as 
students, parents, and members of this community.  I see too 
ÏÆÔÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÒÒÉÂÌÅ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÈÅÁÌÔÈȟ 
income, and self-esteem caused by low literacy levels.  A 
highly skilled and productive workforce that builds a 
thriving community with a high ÓÔÁÎÄÁÒÄ ÏÆ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÊÕÓÔ ÉÓÎȭÔ 
possible without a literate ÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ 

 
Mayor David R. Roefaro 
City of Utica 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

THE ISSUE IN THE GREATER UTICA AREA 

Utica is a community with strong assets and possibilities.  It has a plentiful supply of affordable 

housing, a vibrant mix of cultural and ethnic diversity, and a wide variety of vocational and 

recreational opportunities.  It is located in an area of great natural beauty, centered within 500 

miles of 17 of the largest U.S. markets, numerous world-class metropolitan areas, and many of 

the nationôs top educational institutions.   

The Utica community is challenged, however, by a silent crisis: nearly half of Uticaôs residents suffer 

from low literacy skills, a fact that severely limits the potential for future growth and prosperity. 

The literacy crisis is not unique to Utica.  International statistics show that the United States as a 

whole is becoming a less educated nation.  The National Commission on Adult Literacy recently 

reported that the U.S. is the only one out of thirty leading free-market countries where young 

adults are less educated than their parents.  Facing this situation, every American community 

wants high level/high impact changes to improve education, and Utica is no exception.  

The purpose of this report is to help inform the planning process to improve literacy in the 

Greater Utica area, where unique circumstances present difficult challenges as well as exciting 

opportunities to solve the low literacy crisis.  The needs assessment focuses specifically on 

Uticaôs special strengths and weaknesses, the gaps, the issues, and the community suggestions 

for increasing literacy in the local area.   

BACKGROUND  

In order to succeed in life, individuals must be able to read, write, comprehend, compute and 

problem solve.  Local leaders across the country know that successful individuals are essential to 

building stronger communities, and so are coming together to explore the benefits of 

collaboration in the field of literacy.  The problem of literacy is so large and complex that no 

single organization can tackle it alone.  Literacy collaboratives therefore draw their power from 

the alignment of civic leadership, funding partners, service providers, and families most affected 

by low literacy, working together with a shared vision of 100% literacy through 100% 

community engagement.    

Every city is different, however, and it is important for Utica to recognize and capitalize on its 

own local strengths in planning its collaboration.  The Community Foundation of Herkimer & 

Oneida Counties has stepped forward to play an initial convening role in starting the local 

dialogue, and to provide the leadership necessary to rally the community to action.  The 

Foundation commissioned a needs assessment, funding analysis and current service assessment 

in order to begin the process of understanding the problem and exploring possible solutions.  

òImproving literacy within our older industrial cities within Upstate New York is directly related to 

revitalizing our Upstate economy.ó ð Frank Elias, Mohawk Valley Chamber of Commerce  
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PROCESS 

The needs assessment process included diverse sectors of the community, from well known 

leaders to everyday citizens to representatives of the numerous dedicated organizations providing 

literacy and other social services in Utica.  In addition, experienced professional researchers 

conducted site visits, surveys, interviews and focus groups throughout the area. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

The Chamber of Commerce, the Workforce Investment Board and regional employers have all 

recognized the issue of low literacy, and are increasingly concerned about the projected local 

shortage of skilled workers in the coming years.  Their efforts to confront the problem are 

hampered, however, by a scarcity of resources, a lack of collaboration, and an absence of 

training initiatives large enough to take on the problem. 

The school district and early childhood providers acknowledge the need for a more aggressive 

approach to literacy and are already engaged in creative dialogue and pilot initiatives to address 

the issue.  Adult and youth literacy providers struggle to find the best practices to expand the 

current services in a more efficient and contextualized system, and to engage students in 

meaningful ways to build lifelong learning success.  

NEEDS 

The results of the assessment confirm what many in the community already knew ï that there is 

an urgent need to form effective partnerships to increase literacy in the area. 

Low literacy in Oneida County is a crisis: 

¶ An estimated 92,000 adults read at or below the 8
th
 grade level in Oneida County. 35,000 

adultsô literacy levels are critically low meaning they are at or below a 3
nd

 grade level. 

However, only 2,000 people enrolled in adult education services in 2007/2008. 

¶ As many as 30% of youth drop out of Utica and Rome high schools with limited skills 

and no diploma and this number rises to 42% for those with learning difficulties. 

¶ Utica has high levels of children living in poverty and these children are at risk of not 

having the pre-literacy skills necessary for kindergarten success. In 2000, Utica reported 

44.5% of children under age 5 living in poverty; this rate is double the state average.  

¶ Areas of Utica with the lowest literacy levels are those with the highest levels of poverty. 
The small African American population is concentrated in this area as are families with 

limited English language skills. (Census tracts 201, 203, 207.1, 208.02, 208.03, 209, 210, 

211.01, 211.02, 211.03, 212.01, 213.01 and 215).  

¶ There are no adult literacy services in the county outside of Utica and Rome. 
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STRENGTHS   

In Utica, many of the most effective programs are those providing contextualized curriculum 

specifically developed to meet critical information and education needs, and in many cases are 

not even billed as óliteracyô programs.  The needs assessment identified several programs as 

good examples of collaboration and best practices, including: 

 

EARLY CHILDHOOD 

¶ Read to Me at St. Lukeôs birthing center providing new books for newborns 

¶ Story time programs at Utica Public Library that also brings families into the learning 

environment of the library  

 

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 

¶ Utica Volunteer Reading Tutoring Program in elementary schools, including the Rotary 

supported program at Columbia Elementary. 

¶ Parents as Reading Partners encouraging families to share the joy of reading  

 

SECONDARY SCHOOL 

¶ Young Scholars Program helping students to effectively transition from school to college 

 

AFTER SCHOOL PROGRAMS 

¶ The Kernan Elementary School program in collaboration with the United Way 

 

OUT OF SCHOOL YOUTH 

¶ Parenting programs at Catholic Charities that support parent education and presented in 

context with easily readable materials. 

¶ Workforce Solutions, the Workforce Investment Board  programs building employment 

skills and job training 

¶ Johnson Park Centerôs neighborhood based community learning center 
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ADULT LITERACY 

¶ Financial literacy and home buyer education at NeighborWorks HomeOwnership Center. 

¶ Board of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) adult education programs attained a 

high performance rating on the New York State Report Card  

¶ The Mohawk Valley Resource Center for Refugeeôs numerous partnerships to address 

issues of workforce training and preparation, literacy and language skills and life skills. 

All these programs represent some of the outstanding work being achieved in the community.  

Utica has many of the puzzle pieces to solve this problem but it does not have the capacity to 

bring the programs to scale.   

CHALLENGES 

Numerous barriers to growth were noted: 

Limited resources Absence of coordination and a common vision 

Difficulties of outreach to students Difficulties of outreach to volunteers 

Difficulties of student retention Lack of program space 

Lack of common community literacy standards Lack of community literacy targets 

Lack of literacy provider network to facilitate 

coordination 

Lack of system to track and monitor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

òA health literacy plan for our community needs to engage all stakeholders.  We have such 

varying needs.  We need to come together to identify the problems and to work together to be 

the solution.ó ð Kari Puleo, Sitrin Health Care  
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FINDINGS 

Despite an array of dedicated organizations providing literacy services, literacy levels in Oneida 

County have remained largely unchanged for over fifteen years.   

Utica will be better able to increase literacy levels if it develops the following: 

¶ Community will to make change and the leadership to do it 

¶ United vision and community-wide collaboration 

¶ Coordinated decision making structures 

¶ Quality indicators to manage performance and tracking to measure impact 

¶ Capacity building system to scale up current good practices 

¶ Aggressive and coordinated fund development activities 

¶ A comprehensive pipeline from school to college and work with lifelong learning 

possibilities for all 

Utica does not yet have these components in place.  It does, however, have many of the building 

blocks that could create a strong successful system to improve literacy in Oneida County.  

SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS 

¶ Create a community literacy plan to set the goals and targets to make Utica a highly 

literate community. 

¶ Develop a centralized information and referral system. 

¶ Provide high quality professional development, curriculum and instructional techniques 

to providers at all levels. 

¶ Build the capacity of the current service providers to serve more students more 

effectively. 

¶ Establish evaluation and accountability practices. 

¶ Introduce creative opportunities for scheduling classes, provide distance learning, set 

higher expectations and celebrate success. 

 

òIn our community, in terms of literacy, there is no tent and no center pole.ó 

ð Focus group  participant  
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¶ Identify and secure public and private funding. 

¶ Infuse literacy into the full spectrum of community programs and funding streams 

¶ Launch an aggressive public awareness campaign. 

¶ Consider development of adult literacy services outside of Utica and Rome. 

RETURN ON INVESTMENT 

Not only does literacy pay huge dividends in quality of life but the dollars and cents add up, too: 

¶ By increasing the high school graduation rates each graduate will earn on average 

$267,000 more than a non-graduate over a lifespan 

¶ By reducing the number of people receiving welfare support there is a savings of 

$127,000 in the cost of a personôs welfare support over a lifespan 

¶ By increasing vocational information and skills training more people will embark on a 

career ladder rather than get stuck in a dead end low paying job 

¶  By infusing literacy goals into non-literacy programs the community can grow its 

capacity to serve learners at little additional cost.   

¶ By increasing literacy levels unnecessary health care expenses that are attributable to low 

literacy will be reduced by $73 billion annually. 

¶ By partnering on education and training for inmates and re-entry programs formerly 

incarcerated people will  be able to earn family-supporting incomes. 

CALL TO ACTION 

In the twenty-first century, individuals require sophisticated skills to achieve personal and 
economic advancement, to meet the demands of more difficult and technical jobs, to navigate 
confusing health and financial systems, and to help their children gain skills for success in an 
increasingly complex future.  Because communities are composed of individuals, community 
success depends upon individual success, and therefore barriers to individual literacy must be 
viewed as a challenge for the whole community.  Local leaders must call the community to action in 
order to elevate the issue and find creative and effective solutions.  A comprehensive literacy 
initiative is a major investment that brings about a highly skilled workforce and a prosperous 
economy.         

òHaving the ability to read opens doors to the imagination, to people, to places and to ideas 

that we would otherwise never know. Reading is a right and an equalizer that we must provide 

and protect for all.ó ð Peggy OõShea 
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INTRODUCTION 

Utica, Oneida County, and the Mohawk Valley should be one of the most prosperous and 

successful regions in the United States.  Blessed with the charm of a small town and the vibrancy 

of a large city, Utica has a plentiful supply of affordable housing, a unique mix of cultural and 

ethnic diversity, as well as a wide variety of recreational opportunities.  It is located in an area of 

great natural beauty, centered within 500 miles of 17 of the largest U.S. markets, numerous 

world-class metropolitan areas, and most of the nationôs top educational institutions.  

So what makes the Mohawk Valley different from Silicon Valley? Low literacy.  Low literacy is 

the single most powerful and yet the most often ignored challenge for the Utica area.   

In 1992, 24% (16,500) of Utica residents and 18% (35,300) of Oneida County residents were at 

the lowest literacy levels.  People at this level are unable to use a bus schedule effectively, 

calculate change at a restaurant, complete a job application form or read the information on a 

prescription bottle.  47 % of the county population fall into the lowest two levels combined 

(92,174).  The survey was repeated as the National Assessment of Adult Literacy in 2003 and 

results showed minimal improvements and even regression in some areas.
1
 

The literacy crisis is not unique to Utica.  A Nation At Risk (1983) sounded the alarm about the 

quality of the nation's schools.  By 1990, the bipartisan Commission on the Skills of the 

American Workforce led by two former Secretaries of the U.S. Department of Labor noted in its 

report, America's Choice: High Skills or Low Wages!, that the United States, unlike all the other 

countries that it competes with economically, does not have a system of education standards 

identifying what all students need to know and do to succeed in the 21st century economy. 

International statistics show that the United States as a whole is becoming a less educated nation.  

The National Commission on Adult Literacy reports in Reach Higher America: Overcoming 

Crisis in the US Workforce (2008) that ñthe U.S. is the only one of the thirty Organizations for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) free-market countries where young adults 

are less educated than the previous generationò. 

Every American community wants high level/high impact changes to improve education, and 

Utica is no exception. However, Utica has unique challenges as well as unique ways to solve its 

low literacy crisis.  This assessment focuses specifically on literacy in the Utica area: the gaps, 

the issues, and the community suggestions that will inform a planning process to increase 

literacy.  The report discusses how literacy is perceived as a community issue in Utica and how 

literacy services are viewed and valued. It is one of three reports including an Assessment of 

Current Services and a Literacy Funding Analysis. 

                                                             
1 ETS 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey 
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Utica has never had a comprehensive literacy plan.  This report will help to develop the baseline 

data needed to inform one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

òThe rate of low literacy may be even higher than is documented because many people donõt 

enter systems where their literacy might be addressed because the systems are too 

complicated to negotiate and there are stigmas associated with them.ó 

 ð Focus group participant  
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BACKGROUND 

Uticaôs history has been shaped by its development on the Erie Canal and its role in the 

northeastern industrial region.  For many years Utica was an important producer of textiles as 

well as a major center for the tool and die industry.  In the mid 20
th
 century, Utica became known 

for the manufacturing of radios, especially at the General Electric Company, which was later 

sold to Lockheed Martin and eventually closed.  Over the past twenty years there has been a 

significant reduction in manufacturing which has created major economic challenges, especially 

for those trying to find employment or earn a living in the area.  According to the 2000 Census, 

median household income in Utica is $24,916 ï compared to the national median of $41,994. 

Across the country, communities with lower per capita income are also the communities with 

lower literacy levels. 

 

The magnitude of Uticaôs low literacy problem is daunting, and so far it has not been addressed 

in a collaborative manner.  In the past, those with limited literacy skills would find good job 

opportunities that required only basic skill levels.  Today however the economy has changed; 

employers need workers who can read manuals and other materials, engage in more complex 

problem solving, and interact with more advanced technology. 
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Literacy and economic development go hand in hand.  It is often more cost effective for many 

companies to simply relocate their operations if they cannot find enough skilled workers in the 

local area to meet their needs.  In the knowledge-based and highly mobile economy of the 

twenty-first century, no community can thrive without a highly skilled general population.  

Literacy programs must therefore provide skills development to all members of the workforce. 

Uticaôs literacy service delivery systems have not adapted quickly enough to meet the demands 

of changing times.  Nor have the local school districts prepared children to meet the needs of the 

changing economy. The lack of new training is even more pronounced in Utica.  The number of 

Department of Labor workforce investment programs declined 26% between 1998 and 2004.  

Alice Savino (Utica Workforce Investment Board) says funding has been cut 70% over the past 

eight years and a cut of 21% will take place in the 2008/2009 budget. 

Without effective lifelong learning programs in place from early childhood through adult literacy 

Uticaôs economic future is threatened. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

òMy vision is to see an open system of programming across state and local agencies to provide 

services to all individuals in need regardless of age, sex o r presenting problems without funding 

barriers or other barriers that exclude that individual from accessing that service.ó  

ð Maggie Hansen, The ARC Oneida -Lewis Chapter  
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IMPETUS FOR STUDY 

This report was commissioned by The Community Foundation of Herkimer & Oneida Counties, 

Inc. to 1) estimate literacy levels in the area, to 2) identify the need for increased literacy, and 3) 

assess the impact of local factors determining possibilities for change.   The Foundation 

recognizes low literacy as a critical issue in the Utica area and is ready to help develop strategies 

and build solutions for the issue.  The Foundation would like to see the community draft an 

ambitious comprehensive plan that encourages all community stakeholders to unite and work 

together to increase literacy skill levels.   

This needs assessment, conducted by Literacy Powerline, seeks to determine the reasons for the 

communityôs low literacy levels and make recommendations to guide the future planning 

process.  Literacy Powerline is a nationwide consulting network that assists communities in 

assessing local needs and building the plans and structures to increase literacy, developing strong 

communitywide collaborations that have measurable positive impact on people's lives and 

communities. 

Over the past four years several Upstate New York communities have developed literacy 

initiatives and begun a growing dialogue about potential literacy collaboration across the region.  

¶ Read to Succeed Buffalo, a project of the Community Foundation of Greater Buffalo, 

convened literacy providers, stakeholders and community leaders in a comprehensive 

planning process and developed a citywide literacy plan.  Read to Succeed Buffalo is 

focused on the lifelong learning spectrum with primary initiatives in kindergarten 

readiness in a targeted zip code, workforce literacy and skills training.  It has raised over 

five million dollars in the initial two years and is already demonstrating achievement in 

an Early Reading First Project. 

¶ Syracuseôs literacy coalition, incubated in the Central New York Community Foundation, 

aims to raise literacy levels across the lifespan with proposed outcome areas that include, 

kindergarten preparation, increased high school graduation rates, and increased program 

quality. 

¶ The mayor of Rochester, Robert J. Duffy, led that cityôs literacy initiative and built a 

coalition of stakeholders to address key literacy needs.  The Rochester Area Community 

Foundation is providing funding to staff the coalition and assist in supporting the first 

round of coalition projects. As a predecessor to the coalition, the Foundation supported 

Pre-K project resulted in more than 80% of children having scores above developmental 

expectations. 
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¶ Madison and Oswego counties are exploring the possibilities of formal coalition 

development.   

Uticaôs participation in this growing upstate collaboration will strengthen both the city and the 

region. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

òStrengthening literacy can be the catalyst that leads all residents to align and participate in 

shaping the  future of our community.ó ð Tim Trent 
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METHODOLOGY AND STRUCTURE OF REPORT 

This needs assessment includes an analysis of the literacy landscape of the Greater Utica area to 

demonstrate where the needs exist, both sociologically and geographically.  Data have been 

collected from a variety of sources.
2
  Email and telephone communication assisted in developing 

the base of knowledge from key community sectors.  Focus groups of important populations 

provided valuable input from stakeholders.  These data have been used to make comparisons and 

build projections to identify trends by educational, occupational, economic, social, and 

demographic characteristics.  Data are presented in tables, charts, or geographic map formats as 

needed with additional materials located in appendices. Participants who helped to develop the 

report are listed in the appendices.    

Current literacy levels both for adults and children in Utica have been estimated using statistical 

materials from such sources as the New York Department of Education, Board of Cooperative 

Educational Services, and the US Department of Labor, and comparing these data from earlier 

studies including the National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), the State Assessment of 

Adult Literacy (SAAL) and the Survey of Workplace Literacy (SWL).  The needs assessment 

also includes a review of scholarly literature to identify the risks and solutions associated with 

literacy and offer a context for the regional planning process. 

The Community Foundation of Herkimer & Oneida Counties, Inc. set up site visits and key 

informant interviews for researchers to gain additional information. The guiding questions for 

the discussions are included in the appendices and were designed to broach questions of 

perceived need, program benefits, barriers to learning and potential gaps in service delivery.  A 

list of participants is included in the appendix.  Researchers from Literacy Powerline customized 

survey instruments to meet the needs of the local area and included geographic, programmatic, 

participant, evaluation, assessment and curriculum characteristics. 

                                                             
2 These sources are identified in the appendices, and include the most recent census information, 

the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy and a number of national, state, county and city 

datasets. There has been no comprehensive national assessment of adult literacy since 2003.  

Additional information has been drawn from government sources, including the Department of 

Education and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, to help illustrate the social, demographic, 

economic, and educational situation. 

 



 17  

 

 

To determine the needs from the community perspective, The Foundation set up a series of focus 

groups using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA),
3
 a qualitative research method for 

gaining insight into how individuals perceive a community issue.  Using this technique, 

researchers gathered qualitative data from key informants through both interviews and focus 

groups.  Responses were analyzed to identify themes relevant to the issues of low literacy in 

Utica and Oneida County.   

The process involved meeting with focus groups averaging eight participants in each session.  

Their comments are included verbatim in several sections of the report and consolidated themes 

are identified in the analysis ófindingsô section.  Respondents included service providers from the 

full lifelong learning spectrum as well as health literacy, computer literacy, family literacy, 

workforce literacy and financial literacy service providers. A total of 115 community 

stakeholders shared their expertise in focus groups and key informant interviews. 

Research for this report also forms the basis for a new local service directory, which will be 

made available to the community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
3 IPA is óphenomenologicalô because it focuses on the uniqueness of the individualôs perceptions 

and experiences, and óinterpretiveô because researchers must also make sense of the informantsô 

thoughts and perceptions in the context of the issue and the community.  It is a bottom up and 

inductive approach that avoids prior assumptions and encourages open-ended dialogue.  This 

process can help unforeseen information come to light, bringing new perspectives to the issue.  

IPA supports data-driven theorizing and results can be compared to the quantitative research to 

produce a more complete picture of the literacy landscape in the community.   
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WHAT IS LITERACY?   

The Workforce Investment Act defines literacy as ñan individualôs ability to read, write, speak in 

English, compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job, in 

the family of the individual and in society.ò  All of these abilities are outlined and measured by 

the National Assessment of Adult Literacy, which tested a sample of over 19,000 American 

adults in 2003 and found that literacy levels had changed very little since the previous 

assessment in 1992.   

People often think of literacy solely in terms of reading and writing, but there are many aspects 

of literacy that are broader than just the basic skills.  These include health literacy, workforce 

literacy, financial literacy, computer literacy, family literacy, and English for Speakers of Other 

Languages (ESOL).  A glossary of literacy terminology can be found in the appendices. 

The definition of literacy has broadened over time because of the changing nature of society.  

With the growth of technology and the need for higher skill levels in the workplace, students 

who might once have succeeded effectively in life with an eighth grade reading level and a 

minimum package of basic skills must now have a high school diploma and college coursework 

demonstrating a more diverse and complex set of abilities. 

The definition of literacy has also expanded from just adult literacy to include lifelong learning, 

including childrenôs acquisition of the pre-literacy skills needed for success in kindergarten, such 

as understanding the relationships between symbols and sounds, and the early concepts of 

numeracy.  Research shows that children who are unable to gain these pre-reading skills are 

unlikely to catch up with their peers during the elementary years and are more likely to drop out 

of school when they are older. 

Community literacy involves establishing a process of shared problem-solving that unites 

communities around the vision of 100 percent literacy with 100 percent community engagement.  

Community literacy includes all family members and all community stakeholders in order to 

facilitate literacy infusion, the practice of incorporating literacy in all community initiatives.  

Incorporating literacy into diverse community efforts helps to promote literacy more effectively 

and increases the general awareness and understanding of the issue of literacy. The 

implementation of community literacy is both bottom up and top down.  It can change the way 

literacy is viewed at all levels, from the local level to the national.  

 

òMy vision is to have a friendly, inviting place where people are welcomed and encouraged to 

become the best they can be and start with their growth right now.  We need a one -stop system 

with all paths to learning, working and moving forward.ó ð Kathy Flaherty, Head Start  
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FINDINGS FROM FOCUS GROUPS AND  
KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS 

A total of 115 individuals participated in the process, providing valuable insight, perspectives and 
data to inform the needs assessment.  Participants included representatives from: 

¶ Adult literacy 

¶ Local and state government 

¶ Health care 

¶ Religious institutions 

¶ Childrenôs literacy  

¶ Financial literacy 

¶ Higher education 

¶ K-12 education 

¶ Social services 

¶ Civic organizations 

¶ Arts and culture 

¶ Funders 

¶ Workforce investment system 

¶ Community members enrolled in 

literacy programs 

¶ Community members not enrolled in 

programs 

Once the meetings were completed, the notes were coded and specific themes identified. 

COMMUNITY PERCEPTIONS 

Participants all identified low literacy levels as a major concern in the Utica area.  Many said that 

low literacy is a huge drain on the local economy.  Others mentioned low literacyôs negative 

effect on health, public safety, financial security and other areas.  Describing the enormous 

impact throughout the Utica area, one participant remarked that low literacy is what ñtakes the 

air out of the tires of the community.ò 

Another participant noted that there is no major initiative to address the low literacy issue in 

Utica, even though it is a major crisis that must be resolved if the community is to prosper.  

Others said that lack of information, communication and collaboration conspire to keep Uticaôs 

literacy levels low.  One participant noted that if this is about solving the problem, no one has 

taken the lead. 

Many participants were able to point to a literacy program or project that was doing a fine job 

and accomplishing good work.  However, the overwhelming majority of participants did not 

know about any coordinating activities between different projects and were unaware of what was 

going on in the community as a whole. 

 

 

 

òWe need a process where you can be served even if you have failed before.  Many youth are 

on a career path to prison.ó ð Focus group participant  
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One participant expressed little hope that literacy will ever gain the attention it deserves, given 

all the other social issues that need to be addressed in Utica, but others commented on the fact 

that literacy was the foundational issue of so many of the problems the community faces and that 

by addressing literacy other issues will be impacted in a very positive way. 

Of all the aspects of low literacy, three issues came to the forefront most often:  (1) childrenôs 

early literacy, (2) literacy and health care, and (3) workforce literacy and its economic impact. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD LITERACY 

Many participants noted that low literacy is intergenerational in nature; that parents with low 

literacy are unable to prepare their children in the pre-kindergarten years and help them as they 

progress through school, thereby passing on low literacy from one generation to the next.  

Participants agreed that the pre-kindergarten years are critical ï children who do not acquire the 

necessary pre-literacy skills during that crucial window are at a severe disadvantage for the rest 

of their lives.  Participants said early childhood provision must remain an important foundation 

of literacy interventions to break the ongoing cycle of low literacy in Utica. 

LITERACY AND HEALTH 

Low literacy was also mentioned as a major factor impacting the health of Uticaôs residents.  

Those with low literacy have a difficult time accessing the healthcare system and they often do 

not understand doctorôs instructions, keep follow-up appointments, follow prescription 

requirements or read patient education materials.  Limited English language ability among the 

immigrant population means that health resources are needed for translation activities.  Seniors 

and people living in poverty often have lower than average literacy skills, which make it difficult 

for them to navigate the health system and make sense of Medicare and Medicaid.  In particular, 

senior citizens with low literacy skills face even greater hardships as they get older, and yet Utica 

offers few opportunities for seniors to participate in literacy activities as a way to sustain their 

mental acuity. 

WORKFORCE LITERACY 

The most pressing need identified by participants in every focus group was workforce literacy 

and its impact on Uticaôs economy. The workforce Investment Board funds a wide range of core 

and intensive services supporting workforce development.  The Oneida County Workforce 

Development Department offers creative, vocational and educational Summer Youth 

employment programs.  However, numerous participants said that there has not been enough 

investment in building a highly skilled future workforce; that employers are not doing enough to 

support skill training; that employees donôt have time to seek out evening or weekend programs; 

that conversations about increasing workforce skills do not always include literacy service 

providers; and that while businesses find the resources to train their higher skilled employees, 

they often neglect to provide parallel training for their lowest skilled workers. Many participants 

noted the value of the immigrant community in contributing to a strong workforce. Strategies to 



* * *  
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build the capacity and scope of the good work under way are needed to bring programs to scale 

in the county. 

 

 



* * *  
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ENGLISH FOR SPEAKERS OF OTHER LANGUAGES 

Limited English proficiency is a key issue in the workforce as well as throughout the Utica 

community.  Participants were concerned that despite the influx of refugees and immigrants with 

low skills, a program for workforce ESOL training has been stopped and there are far fewer 

worksite-based programs than there were in the past.  Participants said that English proficiency is 

an issue not only for new immigrants, but also for many who have lived in the community a long 

time but have never learned to read, write and speak English well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

òWe know about the language learner but cannot forget the low English literacy levels in our 

community as well.ó ð Kari Puleo, Sitrin Health Care  
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OTHER ISSUES MENTIONED IN ALL FOCUS GROUPS 

CRIMINAL JUSTICE  

Infusing literacy into the criminal justice system was high on many participantsô lists of potential 

solutions to explore.  Participants expressed concerns about the success of existing re-entry 

programs for formerly incarcerated men, women and youth who are returning to Utica with few 

skills, no housing and severely limited job opportunities.   

MARKETING 

The stigma surrounding low literacy prevents people from reaching out for help and is 

compounded by an absence of a visible marketing message.  Participants said that there is little 

public awareness of the local programs available to help solve the literacy problem.  Many 

people attending focus groups did not know about programs in the community and rarely heard 

marketing messages from organizations recruiting students.  Participants were confused about 

the process for finding a program. Some expressed a concern that if they, as well educated 

community leaders, had not heard about programs then how would someone with low literacy 

skills find the best locations/programs in which to enroll.  Adult learners noted that it was 

difficult to find information about programs and said they rarely heard advertising on the radio or 

television encouraging people to attend literacy classes. 

FUNDING 

ñPrograms and budgets are being cut even as we recognize the scale of the situation,ò said one 

participant.  In every focus group there was at least one comment about a program that existed in 

the past and does not exist now, from early childhood and Even Start programs, through youth 

projects to adult literacy and vocational training programs. While some programs had expertise 

and space, they lack funds to expand their services.  

Many participants said that while involving tutors for community-based programs is critical not 

nearly enough is done in the community to recruit and retain volunteers for literacy. 

NUMERACY 

Low levels of numeracy, the ability to compute and solve math problems, impacts the ability of 

Utica employers to find employees with the skill levels needed for the job.  This critical need 

was also mentioned in each of the focus groups.
4
   

                                                             
4 There is a section of the report addressing this concern. 
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COSTS TO THE COMMUNITY ɀ RETURN ON INVESTMENT 

Several people mentioned the drain on the economy as a result of: 

¶ Addressing errors in business 

¶ Raising skills levels to prepare people for jobs 

¶ Increasing numbers of interviews required to find individuals qualified to take jobs 

¶ Providing people in poverty with welfare payments and other social services and health care 

¶ Reeducating youth and adults whom schools did not adequately educate 

¶ Preparing students for college level courses through remedial education in community 

colleges and universities  

¶ Losing spending power among  people with minimum wage jobs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 òWe must have an overall societal and cultural shift away from the stigmatization.  There is a 
need to view other people  as humans and our partners as friends instead of those we are 

working against.  There must be more cooperation and collaboration in our city.  This shift begins 

with the overall political climate and bureaucracy that follows.ó 

 ð Shana R. Pughl, Mohawk Va lley Center for Refugees  
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SERVICE ISSUES IDENTIFIED IN FOCUS GROUPS 

#(),$2%.ȭ3 3%26)#%3 

Focus group participants noted that no one is held responsible for changing the educational 

system.   One participant recognized that:  ñAs long as we can all say this is not our problem, the 

community will not move forward.ò Others pointed out that the lack of coordination among 

childrenôs services may fuel pessimism by creating a sense that perhaps less is happening than is 

really the case.  

Three issues came to the fore in the dialogue about childrenôs literacy:  1) the need for literacy 

and pre-reading skills to be an integral component of childcare; 2) the importance of high quality 

after school programs with literacy support; and 3) issues related to youth and gang activities. 

It was also noted parents with limited skills face a significant challenge in finding support for 

their children.  ñThere are multiple levels of low literacy,ò reported one participant, ñand it is 

difficult to make a complex evaluation when working with children outside of school time.ò  

There is little training and support to assist with evaluations and no central information hub with 

which everyone is familiar. 

Several people saw little communication between the school district and community out of 

school time programs. There are a few examples of emerging successful collaborations, 

including the after-school program at Kernan Elementary, Johnson Park Center and Utica Safe 

Schools. 

ADULT SERVICES 

Many participants noted all social services are hampered by a communityôs low literacy.  For 

example, case managers are often called upon to serve as óteachers,ô helping to fill out forms and 

answer questions people could answer for themselves if they had better literacy skills.  

It was also suggested that low literacy may be even higher than is documented because many 

people are afraid to enter places where their literacy needs might be recognized, several 

participants expressed a need to develop new methods of program recruitment. 

 

 

òWe can use litera cy as a tool to bring the community together.  Literacy can be the conduit for 

everyone to become engaged.ó ð Focus group participant  
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Intake and assessment processes to place people in programs were unnecessarily burdensome, 

not only for people trying to navigate the system but for leaders trying to evaluate its 

effectiveness.  ñWe all use assessments and have tools to determine literacy levels but not a 

standard tool,ò one participant explained.  With so many programs doing so many different 

activities, it is impossible to track what is happening and to measure program success.   

One program manager said, ñWe are trying to encourage students to enroll in multiple programs 

as a way of promoting the message.ò  Most participants suggested current providers in Utica are 

not able to meet the need.  ñThere are just too many children and adults wanting to learn to read 

and write.ò 

The issue of priority was raised several times. ñPeople are very busy,ò one participant explained, 

ñsome holding down two or even three jobs.ò  Participants said people have limited time to 

attend programs during the hours they are offered.  

Participants said much more could be done than currently exists, but there is a need to be 

strategic about the way services are offered because the programs must be relevant to peopleôs 

needs.  Several expressed the sentiment that service providers do a good job with those who 

attend programs, but miss a big section of the population because the system is fragmented.  One 

participant worried:  ñWe are busy doing the work we already have; I donôt know how we might 

be able to do more.ò  Yet it is estimated that fewer than 5% of those adults who could benefit 

from programs are enrolled in services. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

òYes, literacy is a serious issue in our community.  Children are not always eligible to attend 

certain programs.  Children from low income families need to be able to access literacy 

programs.ó ð Focus group participant  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Many parents do not understand the roles they could play in supporting their children in school.  

When they have had difficult experiences themselves as school children, their limited literacy 

skills make reading communications and invitations from school difficult to understand. 

In addition to examining the perceptions in the community and the current local data, a brief 

review of recent scholarly literature describes what is already known in the field of literacy.    

#(),$2%.ȭ3 !.$ &!-),Y LITERACY 

The work of Padak and Rasinski (2003) reviewed the effectiveness of family literacy programs 

and the benefits to all: children, parents, families and communities of those involved.  Research 

indicates that family literacy programs impact childrenôs motivation, social skills, attitudes and 

even health.  Adult learner persistence (attendance in programs) increases when parents are 

enrolled in family literacy programs rather than only adult education classes. Families in family 

literacy programs report improved relationships and increased parental involvement in their 

childrenôs educational activities. 

The work of Justice and Pullen (2006) demonstrates the value of programs that include story-

telling, literacy-related play activities and the use of teacher-guided pre-reading activities.  

Learning from the best practices of successful programs both in the local area and in the region 

will help to identify the most effective program models.  For example, the Early Childhood 

Development Initiative in Rochester is among the best resources of early childhood data in the 

nation.   

The National Education Association research reports identify the role parents can play in 

building success: 

¶ When parents are involved in their children's education at home, children do better in 

school; when parents are involved in school, children go further in school ð and the 

schools they go to are better.  

¶ The family makes critical contributions to student achievement from preschool through 

high school. A home environment that encourages learning is more important to student 

achievement than income, education level or cultural background.  

¶ Reading achievement is more dependent on learning activities in the home than is math 

or science.  
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¶ Reading aloud to children is the most important activity that parents can do to increase 

their child's chance of reading success.  Talking to children about books also supports 

academic achievement.  

¶ When children and parents talk regularly about school, children perform better 

academically.  

¶ Three kinds of parental involvement at home are consistently associated with higher 

student achievement: actively organizing and monitoring a child's time, helping with 

homework and discussing school matters.  

¶ The earlier that parent involvement begins in a child's educational process, the more 

powerful the effects.  

¶ Positive results of parental involvement include improved student achievement, reduced 

absenteeism, improved behavior, and restored confidence among parents in their 

children's schooling. 
5
 

Literacy skills are built on language skills, and including speaking and oral communication is a 

necessary and integral part of developing strong literacy skills throughout childhood. 

The research related to oral language acquisition as it relates to literacy skills and school 

success is of importance in developing literacy services.  The Early Catastrophe: The 30 

Million Word Gap by Age Three (Spring 2003) 

(tinyurl.com/earlycatastrophe) includes a study conducted by Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley, 

                                                             

5
 The outcomes of parental involvement have been documented in the following 

research:  

¶ Parent involvement leads to improved educational performance (Epstein et al., 2002; Fan 

& Chen, 2001; NMSA, 2003; Sheldon & Epstein, 2002; Van Voorhis, 2003).  

¶ Parent involvement fosters better student classroom behavior (Fan & Chen, 2001; 

NMSA, 2003).  

¶ Parents who participate in decision making experience greater feelings of ownership and 

are more committed to supporting the school's mission (Jackson & Davis, 2000).  

¶ Parent involvement increases support of schools (NMSA, 2003).  

¶ Parent involvement improves school attendance (Epstein et al., 2002).  

¶ Parent involvement creates a better understanding of roles and relationships between and 

among the parent-student-school triad (Epstein et al., 2002).  

¶ Parent involvement improves student emotional well-being (Epstein, 2005).  

¶ Types and quality of parent involvement affect results for students, parents, and teachers 

(Epstein, 1995). 

 

http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/spring2003/catastrophe.html
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who observed 42 families for 2 and a half years for an hour each month to learn about what 

typically went on in homes with 1-and 2-year-old children learning to talk.  The data show that 

ordinary families differ immensely in the amount of experience with language and interaction 

they regularly provide their children and that differences in childrenôs experience are strongly 

linked to childrenôs language accomplishments by age 3.  The authors found that the 42 children 

turn out to be like their parents in activity levels, in vocabulary resources, and in language and 

interaction styles.  Eighty-six percent to 98 percent of the words recorded in each childôs 

vocabulary consisted of words also recorded in their parentsô vocabularies.   

The researchers also estimated the amount of experience children of different socioeconomic 

groups might bring to preschool at age 4.  They found that the average child living in poverty 

was receiving half as much language per hour (616 words per hour) as the average working-class 

child (1,251 words per hour) and less than one-third that of the average child in a professional 

family (2,153 words per hour).  By age 4, the child in an impoverished family might have 13 

million fewer words of cumulative experience than the average child in a working-class family.  

The researchers also found that children in professional families were hearing more affirmatives 

(encouraging words) than children in working class welfare families 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

òThe community has lost many effective programs over time as staff changes and funding is cut.  

Bridge Builders is an example that has ceased to function.  It is hard to sustain programs over 

time and to keep momentum with a declining population.ó ð Focus group participant  
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After  School Programs  

The National Institute for After School Programs reports that after school programs have a 

critical effect on youth, but only when programs are of substance and quality.  Some research 

shows that what is done after school has at least as much bearing on success for some students as 

what is accomplished in the school day (National School Board Association Report ï Building 

and Sustaining After School Programs).  Their participation in afterschool programs is associated 

with better grades, work habits and task persistence and builds confidence, self esteem and 

improved attitudes toward school. Durdak and Weisberg (2007) reported that while there is a 

wide range of programming from sports through arts and cultural to clubs and formal tutoring 

and mentoring, most after-school programs do not deliberately infuse literacy activities in 

activities.   

All programs that have a reading component, even though they are not advertised as reading 

programs, can help children succeed.  When literacy is infused in a wide range of programs in a 

non-academic environment reading skills can be strengthened. For example, a coach can ask a 

player to read the next play to the team during practice. 

OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUTH 

Even though schools are working diligently to increase retention rates for both middle and high 

school students many drop out.  There is a great deal of research to increase retention and to 

reengage students who have left school or have marginal attendance.  The following strategies 

are those identified by The National Education Association based on a series of research reports. 

NATIONAL EDUCATION A33/#)!4)/.ȭ3 ρς $2/0OUT ACTION STEPS: 

1. Mandate high school graduation or equivalency as compulsory for everyone 

below the age of 21. Just as we established compulsory attendance to the age of 16 or 

17 in the beginning of the 20th century, it is appropriate and critical to eradicate the idea 

of "dropping out" before achieving a diploma.  To compete in the 21st century, all of our 

citizens, at minimum, need a high school education. 

2. Establish high school graduation centers for students 19-21 years old to provide 

specialized instruction and counseling to all students in this older age group who would 

be more effectively addressed in classes apart from younger students. 

3. Make sure students receive individual attention in safe schools, in smaller learning 

communities within large schools, in small classes (18 or fewer students), and in 

programs during the summer, weekends, and before and after school that provide tutoring 

and build on what students learn during the school day. 
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4. Expand students' graduation options through creative partnerships with community 

colleges in career and technical fields and with alternative schools so that students have 

another way to earn a high school diploma. For students who are incarcerated, tie their 

release to high school graduation at the end of their sentences. 

5. Increase career education and workforce readiness programs in schools so that 

students see the connection between school and careers after graduation. To ensure that 

students have the skills they need for these careers, integrate 21st century skills into the 

curriculum and provide all students with access to 21st century technology. 

6. Act early so students do NOT drop out by offering them high-quality, universal 

preschool and full-day kindergarten; strong elementary programs that ensure students are 

doing grade-level work when they enter middle school; and middle school programs that 

address causes of dropping out that appear in these grades and ensure that students have 

access to algebra, science, and other courses that serve as the foundation for success in 

high school and beyond. 

7. Involve families in students' learning at school and at home in new and creative 

ways so that all families can support their children's academic achievement, help their 

children engage in healthy behaviors, and stay actively involved in their children's 

education from preschool through high school graduation. 

8. Monitor students' academic progress in school through a variety of measures during 

the school year that provide a full picture of students' learning and help teachers make 

sure students do not fall behind academically. 

9. Monitor, accurately report, and work to reduce dropout rates by gathering 

accurate data for key student groups (e.g. by race, ethnicity, economic status), 

establishing benchmarks in each state for eliminating dropouts, and adopting the 

standardized reporting method developed by the National Governors Association. 

10. Involve the entire community in dropout prevention through family-friendly 

policies that provide release time for employees to attend parent-teacher conferences; 

work schedules for high school students that enable them to attend classes on time and be 

ready to learn; "adopt a school" programs that encourage volunteerism and community-

led projects in school; and community-based, real-world learning experiences for 

students. 

11. Make sure educators have the training and resources they need to engage 

students to prevent them from dropping out  including professional development 

focused on the needs of diverse students and students who are at risk of dropping out; up-
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to-date textbooks and materials, computers, and information technology; and safe modern 

schools. 

12. Make high school graduation a federal priority by calling on Congress and the 

president to invest $10 billion over the next 10 years to support dropout prevention 

programs and states who make high school graduation compulsory. 

Students, as young as thirteen and as old as twenty one who have dropped out of traditional 

education, need special assistance.  The NAAL study of 2003 reports on the low literacy levels 

among young people who are incarcerated.  A Utica report (2005) on Youth Violence, Juvenile 

Crime and Youth Gangs describes how this growing issue is related to limited literacy skills and 

poor school performance. 

Laudon Aronôs research (Urban Institute, 2006) recommends high quality alternative pathways 

for youth, especially programs to re-engage youth who have not thrived in traditional settings.  

As states and school districts adopt high academic standards, improve accountability, and 

achieve excellence, Aron reports, "little attention is being paid to the need for scaled efforts to 

reconnect dropouts to education options that prepare them for success in the economy of the 

future".  

ADULT LITERACY AND ENGLISH FOR SPEAKERS OF OTHER LANGUAGES (ESOL) 

The research in adult literacy indicates that traditional approaches to teaching adult literacy and 

ESOL have not worked well.  National estimates suggest fewer than five percent of those who 

could benefit from services are actually enrolled in classes.  Persistence studies led by John 

Comings (Porter, Cuban, Comings and Chase (2005) found that the majority of adult learners 

who do attend programs do not put in the number of hours needed to increase their literacy skills.  

Indeed, one hundred and fifty hours is the average number of hours of study adults need to 

achieve a grade level increase. 

When adult learners are able to put their learning in context, they achieve better results.  A 2006 

study by Beder, Tomkins, Medina, Riccioni and Deng concluded that teacher roles, instructional 

models and classroom norms all affected the success of the participants.  Unfortunately, as the 

Center for Adult English Acquisition notes in a 2005 study, the part time nature of most adult 

education means that many instructors do not have ready access to professional development.  

Over the past ten years, increasing numbers of immigrants has led to an increase in the demand 

for ESOL programs nationwide. Utica is also affected by this increasing immigrant population.   

òWe can help professionalize the child care providers ð teach them how to form contracts, 

communications skills, how to understand and measure quality standards.ó ð  

Focus group participant  
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SENIOR LITERACY  

Reading is a skill that helps maintain mental acuity into old age.  As life expectancy increases 

and as seniors become a larger proportion of our population, literacy skill development for 

seniors will take on greater importance.  A study of adult learners by Roman (2004) notes that 

older learners experience more shame about their limited skills, which they may have effectively 

hidden for much of their lives.  Aging brings increased stress on many levels, and low literacy 

only makes those problems worse.  According to a United Healthcare Secure Horizons study, 

ñAt the individual level, low literacy was reported to be associated with greater shame and 

frustration, greater poverty and unemployment, poorer health and health care access, and greater 

risk of Alzheimerôs disease and other dementias associated with cognitive decline.ò 

LITERACY AND THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM 

The United States has one of the highest incarceration rates in the world.  One in every 100 

Americans 16 and older is behind bars (2.6 million in 2006); about 43 percent of whom do not 

have a high school diploma and 56 percent have very limited literacy skills.   

When released back into society, these men and women have an extremely difficult time getting 

jobs both because of their prison records and also because many have insufficient education and 

literacy skills to find employment.
6
   Research suggests that education in prison is a major way to 

increase employment rates.    Yet the 2003 NAAL report indicated that only 19% of inmates had 

achieved a GED while incarcerated and only five percent were enrolled in pre-GED programs.  

WORKFORCE LITERACY  

According to the 2007 State New Economy Index, ñWorkers who were skilled with their hands 

and could reliably work in repetitive and sometimes physically demanding jobs were the engine 

of the old economy.  In todayôs New Economy, knowledge-based jobs are driving prosperityé 

jobs held by individuals with at least two years of college.ò  The skills needed to get and keep 

jobs are referred to as workplace literacy, or Vocational English as a Second Language (VESL) 

when taught in the context of language acquisition.  In Reach Higher, America: Overcoming the 

Crisis in the U.S. Workforce (2008), the research on workforce literacy is summarized bluntly:  

ñAmericaôs workforce is compromised by a lagging K-12 education system, a significant 

increase in immigration from non-English speaking countries, and an adult education system that 

is now obsolete and ill-equipped to meet the 21
st
 century needs.ò 

                                                             
6 Executive Summary, Report of the National Commission on Adult Literacy, 2008 




