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M
essage to the 

H
ouston C

om
m

unity
D

ea
r Fellow

 H
oustonia

ns,
A system

ic issu
e th

reaten
s ou

r city’s econ
om

y an
d ch

allen
ges th

e 
prosperity of individuals and fam

ilies now
 and for generations to com

e 
– low

 literacy. W
hile literacy is a fundam

ental right of every H
oustonian, 

it has not been a reality for m
any adults in H

ouston. A startling one in 
three H

ouston adults is functionally illiterate, lacking the literacy skills 
needed to engage in the w

orkforce, support their fam
ily, or participate 

fully in society. This is sim
ply unacceptable.

Low
 literacy im

pacts all of us. Low
 literacy rates have been linked to higher 

crim
e and poverty rates, poorer health, w

ider digital disparity, and low
er 

econom
ic grow

th. To put it sim
ply, low

 literacy rates directly im
pact the 

current and future w
orkforce, the w

ellbeing of our neighborhoods, and 
the next generation of young learners. The reality in H

ouston is that this 
challenge im

pacts all of us, and the tim
e to act is now

!

It is m
y belief that hope and freedom

 exist 
in literacy. It has the pow

er to change and 
stren

gth
en

 lives, fam
ilies, com

m
u

n
ities, 

w
orkplaces, in

du
stries, an

d cities. Th
at 

is w
h

y I w
as prou

d to create th
e M

ayor’s 
5
�ę

�������'�!� �2� ��
�%����LJKS�� ������%���ę
������� ���������� ����
 �����

and tasked it w
ith partnering w

ith the Barbara Bush H
ouston Literacy 

Fou
n

dation
 to create a com

preh
en

sive strategic plan
 to ch

an
ge th

e 
reality of low

 literacy for the m
ore than one m

illion H
oustonians w

ho  
are im

pacted by it today. H
ou

ston
’s Adult Literacy Blueprint is th

e resu
lt 

��� �
����
� �

����
���
�

��
�����!
� ���

����
����%�����
���

�
�
����Ġ

�� �"��
of input from

 dozens of cross-sector leaders across our city.

I envision a H
ouston w

here every H
oustonian has equitable access to 

the opportunities to gain the skills they need to succeed in life. Adult 
literacy m

u
st be prioritized, acted u

pon
, an

d su
stain

ed by th
e fu

ll 
com

m
unity. A strong H

ouston relies on all individuals having the skills 
they need to participate fully in society, and that depends on each and 
every one of us com

m
itting to take action.

I am
 grateful to the com

m
unity and business leaders w

ho through the 
investm

ent of their tim
e, talents, and thought leadership have m

ade 
this effort possible. N

ow
, let us approach this challenge to elim

inate 
adult illiteracy boldly, together, and, as alw

ays, H
ouston Strong.

M
ayor S

ylvester Tu
rn

er

It is m
y belief that hope and 

freedom
 exist in literacy.
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Blueprint Leadership
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(M
O

AL) to focus on enhancing adult literacy advocacy and aw
areness and its im

pact on our econom
y, 
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The Barbara Bush H
ouston Literacy Foundation advocates for literacy as a fundam

ental right for everyone 
and view

s literacy as a necessary skill to achieve individual, fam
ily, and com

m
unity success. It is founded 

on the belief held by form
er First Lady Barbara Bush: “If you help a person to read, then their opportunities 

in life w
ill be endless.”

H
ouston’s A

dult 
Literacy Blueprint 
PU

RPO
SE

/��LJLK�� ���3
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H
ou

ston
 Literacy Fou

n
dation

 em
barked on

 a join
t in

itiative to 
engage the com

m
unity in developing this Blueprint to serve as a 

strategic an
d coordin

ated city-w
ide plan

 to en
su

re th
at m

ore 
adu

lts in our com
m

unity acquire the literacy skills they need to 
succeed in all aspects of life.

This B
lueprint is created in alignm

ent w
ith the N

ational Action  
Plan for Adult Literacy developed by the Barbara Bush Foundation  
for Fam

ily Literacy.
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adult learners, and other groups provided thought leadership  
and expertise in the design of this B

lueprint through a series  
of in

terview
s an

d focu
s grou

ps, a com
m

u
n

ity su
rvey, an

d  
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gratefu

l for th
eir com

m
itm

en
t of tim

e an
d talen

t in
 th

e  
developm

ent of the B
lueprint. 

A
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A
N

K
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The developm

ent of H
ouston’s Adult Literacy Blueprint w

as m
ade 
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synthesizing data, research and insights from

 leaders and 
facilitating the design process for the B

lueprint.

The developm
ent of this B

lueprint could not have been achieved 
w

ithout the research and data shared by so m
any organizations, 
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available for our use including, but not lim
ited to, the Barbara Bush 

Foundation for Fam
ily Literacy, G

allup, the Kinder Institute for U
rban 
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M
AYOR’S OFFICE  

FOR ADULT LITERACY
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Executive  
Sum

m
ary
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is functionally illiterate. K 

Th
is m

ean
s th

at m
ore th

an
 1 m

illion
�
�!

� ����
�.


�����)
�!

�
 %��
��� 

the necessary skills to participate and engage fully in the w
orkplace  

an
d society. L 

 
The Am

erican D
ream

 is about giving 
everyone w

ho w
orks hard an equal 

opportunity to succeed. If w
e don’t give 

everyone the ability to sim
ply read and 

w
rite, then w

e aren’t giving everyone an
 

equal chance to succeed.

-B
A

R
B

A
R

A
 B

U
S

H
6 | H
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H
ouston’s A

dult  
Literacy C

hallenge
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 of 
H

arris C
ou

n
ty adu

lts are fu
n

ction
ally illiterate, m

eaning they do 
not yet have the literacy skills they need to successfully perform

 
their role on the job, in their fam

ily, or in society. M These adults also 
often

 face societal stigm
a related to th

eir low
 literacy, despite 

 �
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�
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con

tribu
ted to it.

This data is alarm
ing, as literacy rates have becom

e a global m
etric 

for determ
ining the overall health and vibrancy of com

m
unities and 

have far-reaching im
plications for low

-literate adults, their fam
ilies, 

the econom
y, the w

ell-being of individuals and the com
m

unity, and 
for the future success of H

ouston. 4 

To be functionally literate, adults need m
ore com

plex and varying 
skills beyond the traditional ability to read and w

rite. First, adults 
need the foundations of functional literacy—

 w
hich include skills 

beyon
d th

e fu
n

dam
en

tal, requ
isite skills of readin

g an
d w

ritin
g. 

D
ue to the com

plex and changing expectations of everyday life, adults 

����������

������� �$ !
��&��������ę
��������� ���
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 �������������

support their fam
ilies, and adapt to changing circum

stances. These 
skills fall w

ithin the dom
ains of ę

�

�

��
���� ��
�%������ 
���� ��
�%��
an

d h
ealth

 literacy, w
hich are integral to the success of adults in 

.
�!� ���E9���,��!���KF��=

� ��! ����������� ��������

������"��%�
%�

tasks, such as balancing a budget, accessing inform
ation from

 a 
w

ebsite, reading a prescription, supporting a child w
ith hom

ew
ork, 

or com
pleting a job application, becom

e hurdles to everyday life 
and long-term

 prosperity. 

W
ha

t is Functiona
l Litera

cy?
Functional literacy includes reading, w

riting, com
puting, critical 

 ���������
�����
�����
�

!���
 �����������
 ���"����������ę
�����%� ��

function on the job, in the fam
ily, and across society.

FIG
URE 1: W

H
A

T IS FUN
C

TIO
N

A
L LITERA

C
Y?
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ake decisions, synthesize inform

ation, and 
solve problem

s
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Socia
l Ineq

uity 
Low

 adult literacy levels are related to, and in som
e instances, are  

a root cause of existing and historical inequities in our society. Low
 

literacy rein
forces an

d
 perpetu

ates m
u

ltigen
eration

al cycles of 
poverty, poor health, and low

 educational attainm
ent, and im

pacts 
already m

arginalized groups at higher rates than others.

In the U
nited States, low

 levels of functional literacy disproportionately 
affect people of color. In the U

.S., Black and H
ispanic populations have 

h
igh

er rates of low
 literacy an

d n
u

m
eracy skills as com

pared to 
=

�� �����!�
 �����E9���,��!����L�
���MF��'��� ���
��%�����.
�!� ���

w
e see sim

ilar tren
ds an

d eth
n

ic disparities in
 edu

cation
 an

d 
econom

ic vulnerability. 5

Fu
rth

erm
ore, literacy an

d edu
cation

 in
equ

ities are related to 
����
�� �������������

���
���!���
���%�

�� ��! ���
����9����ę

�
��%��
com

pared to adults w
ith som

e college education, ad
u

lts w
ith

ou
t 

a h
igh

 sch
ool d

iplom
a are alm

ost tw
o tim

es m
ore likely to b

e 
u

n
em

ployed
 an

d
 th

ree tim
es m

ore likely to live in
 poverty. 6

FIG
URE 2: %
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college, adults w
ithout a high school 

diplom
a are alm

ost: 2 tim
es m

ore 
likely to be u

n
em

ployed an
d 3

 tim
es 

m
ore likely to live in

 poverty
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Literacy levels also underpin the overall w
ell-being, vibrancy, and 

success of com
m

unities. Basic aspects of successful com
m

unities 
such as safe and healthy neighborhoods, sustainable infrastructure, 
and equal access to opportunities are not possible w

ithout capable 
and literate populations. 7 Figure 4 depicts key facts th

at represent 
the relationship betw

een adult literacy and key societal outcom
es. 

Such inequities and societal im
pacts w

eigh heavy on and m
arginalize 

grou
ps affected by th

em
. Em

pow
erin

g adu
lts by boostin

g th
eir 

literacy skills provides a pivotal strategy to bridge the gaps am
ong 

populations, w
hile at the sam

e tim
e, rem

oves barriers to success, 
��� ���������� %�
�������	��ę

�
�%��
������!�����$ �
������� �������� 
that arise from

 societal inequalities. Indeed, literacy is liberating 
an

d transform
ative. 

Accord
in

g to th
e U

n
ited

 N
ation

s Ed
u

cation
al, S

cien
tific, an

d 
)
!
� !

�
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�E;

4
+9

)
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 �
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social an
d h

u
m

an
 developm

en
t in

 its ability to tran
sform

 lives. 
For in

dividu
als, fam

ilies, an
d societies alike, it is an

 in
stru

m
en

t 
of em

pow
erm

ent to im
prove one’s health, one’s incom

e, and one’s 
relationship w

ith the w
orld.”

KK This is no different for H
ouston. For 

m
any H

oustonians, literacy provides a w
ay out of system

ic cycles 
of poverty an

d racial in
equ

ity.
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Adults w
ith low

 literacy skills are four tim
es m

ore 
likely to report “fair” or “poor” health com

pared to 
those w

ith strong skills. S

C
IV

IC
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R
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TIO

N
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�� 
th

e political process. KJ

FIG
URE 4: IM
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N
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Literacy is a fu
ndam

ental  
hu

m
an right and the fou

ndation
  

for lifelong learning. 12
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The D
ig

ita
l D

ivid
e

Social and econom
ic inequalities are com

pounded as business and 
society becom

e m
ore and m

ore digital. In today’s w
orld, it is incredibly 

���ę
�!� � ���!�� ����
���
�"
������������ %�#

� ��! �
������ ��
�"
��� %�
of digital devices, including sm

art phones, basic com
puter hardw

are 
and internet connection, as w

ell as the requisite digital skills to use 
 ���

��?� ���"������ ���LK� �)�� !�%��
����������� �!��"���
���

Although it has long existed since the advent of personal com
puter 

devices and the internet, the digital divide w
as further exacerbated 
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h

ou
seh

olds, do n
ot h

ave broadban
d in

tern
et 

access. KL In
 addition

, n
ation

al n
u

m
bers sh

ow
 

 �
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� ��! �
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�

are dependent on their sm
artphone for internet 

access, lim
iting their ability to access and utilize 

the internet for key tasks. KM 

Even
 w

ith
 access to tech

n
ology devices 

an
d in

tern
et con

n
ectivity, adu

lts th
at lack 

foundational literacy skills m
ay also struggle 

w
ith

 essen
tial digital literacy skills. Th

is 
digital divide—

a divide of both resources and 
skills—

im
pacts adu

lts’ ability to participate 
fu

lly in
 an

 in
creasin

gly d
igital w

orkforce. 
Adu

lts w
h

o are low
 in

 digital literacy h
ave a 

low
er rate of labor force participation

 an
d are m

ore likely to w
ork 

in
 low

-skilled jobs for low
 w

ages, con
tribu

tin
g to th

e cycles of 
poverty an

d low
 literacy. KN Th

ese adu
lts are, also, on

 average, less 
edu

cated, older, an
d m

ore likely to be B
lack, H

ispan
ic, or foreign

-
born

, com
pared to digitally literate adu

lts. KO 

For th
eir part, providers of adu

lt basic edu
cation

 an
d w

orkforce 
developm

en
t program

s h
ave also been

 h
eavily im

pacted by th
e 

pandem
ic and the necessity of rapidly transitioning to the digital 

space in
 order to edu

cate an
d su

pport adu
lt learn

ers. Providers 
have struggled w

ith im
plem

entation of rem
ote learning due to lack 

of experience w
ith com

pletely digital curricula and the challenges 
of en

gagin
g adu

lt learn
ers virtu

ally. Yet, in
 a n

ation
w

id
e su

rvey 
b

y ProLiteracy, 70
%

 of th
e ad

u
lt literacy in

stru
ctors w

h
o 

h
ad

 n
ot p

reviou
sly tau

gh
t rem

otely h
ad

 m
oved

 all of th
eir 

in
stru

ction
 on

lin
e. 16 

Enrollm
ent and retention of adult learners has also been an issue 

for m
any educators as instruction has shifted to a digital form

at. 
*
!
���

�� �
��)

5
</*
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��

�����

"����
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w
ith the stress of unem

ploym
ent, lost incom

e, increased parenting 
responsibilities, sickness and death, and other threats, leaving little 
room

 for the tim
e and resources necessary to navigate a new

ly digital 
form

at for adult education. KQ 

In H
ouston, about 14

2
,6

50
 

h
ou

seh
old

s do not have 
a com

puter at hom
e and 

alm
ost tw

ice that am
ount, 

about 2
6

7,2
50

 h
ou

seh
old

s, 
do not have broadband 
internet access. KM
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It w
ill be 

im
possible  

to break  
the cycle  
of poverty 
w

ithout first 
breaking

  
the cycle of  
low

 literacy.
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Im
p

a
ct on C

hild
ren &

 Fa
m

ilies
Low

 literacy has life-long im
pacts on individuals as w

ell as those 
around them

. Forty-three percent of adults w
ith the low

est levels of 
�� ��
�%����������"�������"�� %�����

�
���� �����%�N�
���� �����#

� �� ���
highest levels of literacy skills. KR Studies have also show

n that adults 
w

ith low
 literacy have poorer health, lim

ited job opportunities, and 
struggle to support them

selves and their children. KS

Perhaps m
ore troubling is the generational im

pact of low
 levels 

����� ��
�%��9����ę
�
��%������
�������#

�� �
 �
��
� ���D����!�
 ����

level is the leading determ
inant of a child’s reading success, LJ and 

because low
 literacy rates are correlated to living in poverty, a child’s 

chances of breaking the cycle of poverty are greatly im
proved if their 

caregivers are functionally literate. 

Successful educational attainm
ent 

begins at hom
e, even before a child 

en
ters sch

ool. Accordin
g to th

e 
;
��
��)�����/�� � ! ���
������D����
���

develops at a rapid rate during 
 ������
��%�������(

%�
���M�� �����
���
�
����
�����R

J�
����� ��
�!� ���&���

Reading and problem
 solving at hom

e and building relationships 
w

ith books am
ong parents and children encourages learning at a 

critical tim
e in a child’s developm

ent. LK Furtherm
ore, reading and 

solving problem
s in the hom

e is fundam
ental to preparing a child  

to enter kindergarten w
ith vital reading skills.In H

ouston, studies 
���#

� �
 ��
���%�
���PJ�
�������������#

����� ����������
� ����
���
these requisite reading skills. LL 

R
eadin

g, tellin
g stories, solvin

g problem
s, an

d th
in

kin
g critically 

w
ith adult caregivers should start at an early age and be encouraged 

across all fam
ilies. W

hen parents teach children how
 to read, ask 

questions, solve problem
s, and ultim

ately navigate the w
orld, they 

are developing the building blocks for academ
ic and life success. LM 

A m
other’s education level is the 

leading determ
inant of a child’s 

reading success. LK
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Today’s low
 literacy levels am

on
g H

ou
ston

’s adu
lts are stron

gly 
��

Ġ
!
��

���
�� �

���� ��
�%�
��
��"��

��
 ���� �

���
�$ ����

��
 ���
����

H
oustonians. H

ow
ever, by im

proving the literacy skills of adults in 
our city, w

e can interrupt the cycle of low
 literacy and its im

pacts 
on children, fam

ilies, and com
m

unities.

Figu
re 5 depicts th

e im
portan

ce of adu
lt literacy in

 th
e cycle 

of low
 literacy, its im

plication
s, an

d th
e com

plexity in
volved  

in
 breakin

g th
e cycle.

FIG
URE 5: C

YC
LE O

F LO
W

 LITERA
C

Y*Q
ua

lity a
nd a

ccessibility of 
ea

rly educa
tion highly im

pa
ct  

rea
ding rea

diness

N
ot rea

ding proficiently by  
4th g

ra
de lea

ds to dropouts 
a

nd struggling lea
rners

Low
 litera

cy levels  
increa

se risk of inca
rcera

tion 
a

nd lim
it w

a
ges a

nd
 

postseconda
ry success

Poverty a
nd low

  
a

dult litera
cy im

pa
ct  

child developm
ent

Forty-three 
percent  
of a

dults  
w

ith the  
low

est  
levels of  
litera

cy  
skills live  
in poverty. 18

*This cycle holds true for native speakers as w
ell as for second language learners.
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The C
ost to Businesses &

 O
ur Econom

y
.

"��
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�!� ��D��������

���
���ę
�
���
���!�������
��� ����������
 ���#

� ��
personal incom

e, em
ploym

ent levels, and overall econom
ic grow

th. 
For individuals, literacy levels directly correlate to annual incom

e. 
Th

e average an
n

u
al in

com
e of adu

lts w
h

o are at th
e m

in
im

u
m

 
���ę

�����%���"��������!�� ���
���� ��
�%����T
PM�JJJ����
��%���!����

the average incom
e of those at low

 levels of literacy. 24 

At th
e cou

n
ty level, th

e cost of low
 

levels of literacy becom
es even

 m
ore 

staggerin
g. R

ecen
t research

 by G
allu

p 
sh

ow
s th

e exten
t of econ

om
ic grow

th 
possible if H

ou
ston

ian
s w

ith
 literacy 

�������
 ��������#
�
�6/'))����ę

�����%���"���
���K�

#
���
���
���� ���
 ���� ��!����� 
���

short texts and com
plete sim

ple form
s—

�����
���� ������� ��
�%�������� ��
�2�"���L��
m

eaning they could read and integrate 
m

ore com
plex inform

ation in both print and digital form
ats. If this 

�����
����������������!������.

�����)�!� %D��������

%���!������#
��%�

T
KM�������������
�M�M�

������
������� ���!���� �-
*
6� LO 

These econom
ic costs w

ill continue, and likely increase, if H
ouston’s 

pervasive issue of low
 adult literacy levels rem

ains under-resourced 
and system

ically unaddressed. Future w
orkforce trends show

 that 
jobs that require som

e post-secondary education and/or on-the-
���� �
���������� ������
���������#

�������
��
 �� ������
��-

!���)�
� �
H

ou
ston

 econ
om

y. In
 fact, b

y 2
0

2
4, 58

.8
%

 of all job
s in

 th
e 

G
u

lf C
oast/H

ou
ston

 region
 w

ill requ
ire edu

cation
 or train

in
g 

beyon
d th

e h
igh

 sch
ool level. 26�.

�#
�"����
�����LJKS��LN�

����.

�����

)�!� %�
�!� �������� �������������%�
�����	�������������

�
���
��


��� ���
��KR�
������ ��
"��
�����	�������������


�
 �
����� LQ

Boosting the literacy skills of adults in our city is an im
perative if w

e 
seek to ensure our city thrives socially and econom

ically, and the 
people w

ho call H
ouston ‘hom

e’ have an equal opportunity to engage 
fully in all that the city has to offer.

.

�����)

�!� %D��������
%���!���

���#
��%�T

KM��������
����
�!� ��#

� ��
low

 literacy could increase their 
literacy skills by even

 one level. LO
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H
ouston’s Blueprint  

for C
ity-W

ide A
ction

Literacy is the key to breaking the cycles of system
ic inequity that 

exist today. 

By im
proving rates of adult literacy in H

ouston, w
e can disrupt and 

even curtail cycles of generational poverty, im
prove health outcom

es, 
strengthen com

m
unities and civic participation, and ensure all are 

able to take part in a thriving econom
y.

H
ouston’s system

ic literacy crisis w
ill require sustained action and 

engagem
ent from

 everyone.

It’s tim
e for H

ouston to act. H
ouston’s Adult Literacy Blueprint offers a 

crucial path forw
ard.

G
oa

ls
1. 

AW
AR

EN
ES

S
 &

 AC
TIO

N
 

Raise aw
areness of and galvanize com

m
unities to address and 

solve the system
ic crisis of adult literacy.

2. 
A C

O
M

PR
EH

EN
S

IVE SYS
TEM

 
)��
 ��
��
 
	������

�������
��������"��������	��� ����%� ��

����
adult literacy program

m
ing, services, and resources.

3. 
M

U
LTI-G

EN
ER

ATIO
N

AL LEAR
N

IN
G

 
Expand access to and im

prove positive outcom
es for participation 

����
������!�
 ������
�
��%��� ��
�%����
� ���� ��
�%��
���ę

�
���
��
literacy learning opportunities across generations.

4. 
W

O
R

K
FO

R
C

E S
K

ILLS
 &

 O
PPO

R
TU

N
ITIES

 
Im

prove em
ployability skills an

d in
crease access to career 

an
d en

trepren
eu

rsh
ip opportu

n
ities for adu

lt learn
ers.

5. 
D

IG
ITAL R

ES
O

U
R

C
ES

 &
 S

K
ILLS

 
Reduce the gap in access to technology and digital resources and 
increase the num

ber of adults com
pleting digital skills training.

6. 
A C

O
M

M
O

N
 D

ATA SYS
TEM

 &
 PR

AC
TIC

ES
 

D
esign, develop, and im

plem
ent a com

m
on data and learning 

m
anagem

ent system
 for adult literacy.

7. 
S

U
S

TAIN
AB

LE R
ES

O
U

R
C

ES
 FO

R
 PR

O
G

R
ES

S
 

Establish sustainable resources to support and build capacity 
for Blueprint initiatives and progress.
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The full report, H
ouston’s Adult Literacy Blueprint, w

hich w
ill include an extensive review

 of the challenge of 
��#
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 ������
�!� ��� ��
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