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Background 

This study was commissioned by the Colorado Department of Education’s 

(CDE) Center for At-Risk Education (CARE) to learn about adult and family 

literacy activities taking place in Colorado’s public libraries. In the past there was 

federal funding available through the Library Services and Construction Act 

(LSCA) for public library literacy activities. CARE wanted to learn how the loss of 

this federal funding has affected the library literacy community in the long term. 

CARE also initiated this study to update its database of literacy programs in 

Colorado. It will use the information to network with public libraries about new 

programs and opportunities and to increase awareness of the role of libraries in 

adult education and family literacy activities. 

Study Participants 

Participants in the study were identified using questions on the 2002 

Public Library Annual Report. All libraries filling out this mandatory report were 

asked:  

How many of the following types of programs were offered by the 
library during the past year, and how involved is the library in each type of 
the programming compared to the previous year? On these questions 
answer: more, same, less, or not offered.  

• After-school events to improve academic achievement of K-
12 students. 

• Reading promotion events attended by/held at day care 
centers.  

• Adult literacy programs.  
• Family literacy programs (i.e., involving children and parents 

together). 
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Out of a total of 115 public libraries in Colorado, 64 replied “more”, “same”, or 

“less” for their 2002 adult or family literacy programs. These libraries were sent a 

follow-up survey by mail in late July 2003. The follow-up survey asked details 

about the type of programs offered, frequency, numbers of participants, funding 

sources, level and type of library involvement, and more. 

 The response rate for the survey was very good—over 78 percent (50 of 

64 libraries) responded. Of those 50 responses, 12 were from libraries that do 

not currently have family or adult literacy activities. Ten had answered the 

question on the 2002 Colorado Public Library Annual Report incorrectly, 1 had 

recently ended library involvement in literacy activities, and 1 library’s literacy 

program had just become independent. When the survey closed after one month, 

there were 38 completed questionnaires to analyze representing 33 percent of 

Colorado public libraries. Chart 1 illustrates these numbers. 

 

Chart 1: Colorado Public Libraries with Adult and/or Family 
Literacy Activities

33%

67%

Libraries w ith Adult and/or
Family Literacy Activities: 38

Libraries not reporting Adult
and/or Family Literacy
Activities: 77
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Findings 

 Adult and family literacy programs offered in Colorado’s public libraries 

vary widely in size, activities, sources of funding, and partner organizations. Each 

program reflects unique community needs and responses to those needs.  

Eleven of the 12 Colorado public library jurisdictions that serve 

populations of over 100,000 people offer literacy activities. But literacy activities 

are offered by public libraries of all sizes. Table 1 shows the number of public 

libraries in different population categories that offer adult and/or family literacy 

activities. The libraries in resort communities are considered in a separate group 

and not with their library service area population groups because of their 

similarities to each other and differences from other public libraries. As the 

percentage column in the table indicates, the group of public libraries serving 

populations of over 100,000 has the highest percentage with adult and/or family 

literacy activities. This may be because the diverse populations in the bigger 

communities have both greater need for literacy activities and the resources to 

offer them. The group with the next highest percentage of public libraries offering 

literacy activities is in resort communities, possibly due to the need for literacy 

activities among low-wage workers in these communities. 
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Table 1: Libraries offering adult and/or family literacy activities 
by population group 

Legal Service Area 
Population Group 

Number 
of 
libraries 
in 
Colorado 

Number  
offering 
adult 
and/or 
family 
literacy 
activities 

Percent of libraries in 
population group offering 
literacy activities 

Over 100,000 12 11 92% 

25,000-99,999 11 4 36% 

10,000-24,999 13 6 46% 

5,000-9,999 16 7 44% 

2,500-4,999 20 1 5% 

1,000-2,499 21 1 5% 

Fewer than 1,000 10 1 10% 

Resort libraries 12 7 58% 

 

 Size of library service population does not always correspond to number 

of participants in a library’s literacy activities. The survey asked respondents to 

estimate how many people participate in adult and/or family literacy activities in 

their libraries each month. Table 2 indicates that some of the larger libraries offer 

programs that reach only a small number of people while some smaller libraries 

offer programs that reach many people. The data shows the unique nature of 

public library literacy programs. Public libraries strive to meet community needs 

and not all communities have similar needs for adult and family literacy activities.  

Table 2: Number of Libraries in Population Groups by Participants per Month in 
Adult and/or Family Literacy Activities 

Legal Service Area Population Group 

Number of 
participants per 
month Over 100,000 25,000-99,999 5,000-24,999 

Under 
5,000 Resorts 

250+ 3 1 1  1 

100-249 1    2 

75-99  2 2 1 1 

50-74 2 1    

25-49 1  3  2 

1 to 24 4  7 2 1 
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 “The Fort Morgan Public Library in 
partnership with the Morgan Community 
College [provides] a family literacy 
program during the school year. The 
program began as an outreach program 
and it was all done at the Morgan 
Community College ABLE Center. It has 
now progressed and we meet at the library 
every other Monday. This helps the 
children and their parents feel comfortable 
in a library setting.” 
  Ofelia Acevedo 
  Fort Morgan Public Library 

 Libraries partner with many different kinds of organizations to offer adult 

and family literacy activities. School districts, colleges or universities, and 

community-based literacy programs are often literacy program partners for 

survey respondents. But libraries have many other partners, another 

, 

indication of how each literacy program is a unique response to community 

needs. One library partners with workforce centers and probation departments. 

Another partners with a pediatric 

medical practice. Others mentioned 

preschool programs, both public and 

private. Only 4 respondents said 

their libraries did not partner with any 

other organizations to offer their 

literacy activities. Chart 2 illustrates 

the number of libraries partnering with various kinds of organizations for literacy 

activities. More details can be found in Appendix B. 

Chart 2: Library Literacy Activities Partner Organizations
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The responding libraries contribute different kinds of resources to the 

literacy programs they offer. Some are able to contribute paid library staff, 

volunteers, funds, library facilities, and special materials collections for literacy 

activities. Some libraries contribute only some of those resources. Chart 3 

illustrates which of the resources responding public libraries contribute to literacy 

activities. As seen in the chart, the most common contribution is collections of 

materials for literacy students followed by library facilities and paid library staff. 

Some of the contributions named in the “Other” category include office supplies, 

free books for children, and a staff member to serve on the advisory board.  

 

Paid library staff has primary responsibility for the literacy activities in most 

of the public libraries in the study. Volunteers are primarily responsible for the 

literacy activities at only four of the responding libraries. Education professionals 

have primary responsibility for literacy activities at two of the libraries. At the 

remaining six libraries primary responsibilities are shared between paid library 

staff and education professionals or volunteers. Chart 4 illustrates this data. 

Chart 3: Number of Libraries Contributing to Literacy 
Activities by Resource Type
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Chart 4: Primary Responsibility for Library Literacy Activities
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Funding sources for the literacy programs also vary widely. Local 

government is the most common source of funding, but many library literacy 

programs have more than one source of funding. Chart 5 shows the number of 

libraries using specified funding sources for their literacy activities. The “Other” 

category includes funding from businesses, individuals, foundations, and 

corporations. Appendix B gives information about the funding sources for 

programs at individual libraries. 

Chart 5: Sources of Funding for Public Library Literacy Activities
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“…Boulder Public Library has two different 
departments serving adults with education needs: 
BoulderReads! and the Multicultural and Outreach 
Services Department. 
 BoulderReads! provides one-on-one 
tutoring to adults….We also have a Reading 
Buddies component for children who are behind in 
reading…. 
 The Multicultural Outreach Services 
department offers weekly English conversation 
groups and citizenship classes…. 
  Diana Sherry, 
  Director, BoulderReads!   

 

Libraries are offering a wide variety of literacy activities for both adults and 

families. Adult programs offered include English as a Second Language (ESL) 

activities, programs for adult 

new readers, GED test 

preparation, citizenship 

classes, and tours and 

information tailored for adult 

learners. Family literacy 

activities include outreach to 

day care centers, reading activities in which parents and children interact, 

programs to teach parents about how children develop and learn to read, and 

programs to show parents how to help their children enjoy reading. Table 3 

shows the types and frequency of activities offered. The table indicates a wide 

variety of activities offered by libraries in response to community needs. In 

general, the only literacy activity offered by many libraries on a daily basis is 

library information for ESL/Adult learners. Family literacy activities such as 

outreach to day care centers, parent-child reading activities, and programs for 

parents on how to help children read are offered by many libraries on a weekly 

basis. Formal GED preparation, citizenship classes, and adult learner book clubs 

are not offered in the majority of the responding libraries, but they are offered in 

some libraries in response to local needs and interests. 
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*Not all rows add up to 38 because some libraries did not respond for every activity. 

Most of the libraries responding to the survey had special collections of 

materials for students in adult and family literacy programs. Some of the libraries 

offer many different kinds of literacy 

materials while others have more 

targeted collections. In many cases a 

broader range of materials for literacy 

students is offered than actual literacy 

activities. For example, 27 responding 

libraries have GED preparation 

materials, but only 16 said they offer 

GED activities in their libraries. 34 libraries have ESL materials available, but 

only 24 have ESL activities. Some of the materials mentioned in the “Other” 

Table 3: Frequency of Literacy Activities Offered* 
Frequency 

Activity Daily Weekly Monthly Less than Monthly Never 

Library Information for ESL/Adult 
Learners 17 3 1 6 10 

Adult Literacy Programs 8 6 2 4 18 

GED Preparation 4 5 2 5 22 

ESL 9 8 2 5 14 

Citizenship 1 3 1 5 27 
Library Tours for Adult 
Learners/ESL Students 1 1 6 17 11 

Adult Learner Reading Clubs 0 2 5 3 28 
Outreach to Adult/Family Literacy 
Programs  0 6 2 21 9 

Outreach to Daycare Centers 1 16 7 10 4 

Parent-Child Reading Activities 5 19 6 3 3 

Child Development for Parents 0 5 7 11 13 
How to Help Children Read for 
Parents 3 16 3 9 6 

Table 4: Numbers of Libraries Offering 
Special Collections for Literacy Students 

Collection Type 

Number 
of 
Libraries 
Offering 

ESL materials 34 

Instructional/curriculum materials 28 

GED preparation materials 27 

High/low reading materials  26 

Resources for tutors/teachers 25 

Audio, video, computer software 25 

Other 5 
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category included cable television programming, games, flash cards, and 

subscription databases. Table 4 summarizes the survey findings about library 

collections for literacy students. Appendix B gives details about the types of 

collections for literacy students offered by the individual libraries.  

There are many ways that individuals associated with the responding 

public libraries contribute to literacy activities for adults and families, activities 

that are associated with the library and literacy activities that are sponsored by 

others and occur outside the library. Some write proposals to obtain funding for 

literacy activities while others plan or schedule activities. Some library staff and 

volunteers recruit participants and others actually tutor or teach. Table 5 

summarizes the survey findings about the ways paid library staff and library 

volunteers are involved in adult and family literacy activities.  

Table 5: Number of Libraries Reporting Specific Ways Library Staff and 
Volunteers Contribute to Adult and Family Literacy Activities 

Programs Associated with Library Activities Sponsored by Others 
Activity Library Staff Volunteers Library Staff Volunteers 

Writes Funding 
Proposals  22 2 5 0 
Plans Literacy Activities 35 9 14 2 
Selects Materials 36 3 15 1 

Promotes Literacy 
Activities 35 6 23 3 
Recruits Participants 29 10 10 1 
Supervises Teaching 23 4 6 0 

Teaches/Tutors 
Participants 18 17 8 4 

Recruits/Trains 
Volunteers 24 5 9 3 

Schedules People, 
Space, Equipment 33 0 11 0 

Refers Clients to 
Programs 29 11 21 4 
Makes Presentations 30 6 13 2 
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Conclusion 

 This study found many 

different types of literacy activities 

and programs being offered to 

Colorado adults and families by 

public libraries of all sizes. These 

programs are put together by library staff or community members using many 

different resources to respond to local needs. Public libraries are successfully 

helping to serve adults and families in Colorado who need literacy programs. 

However, the study did learn that some libraries will have to consider cutting 

literacy programs if their budget situations do not improve. 

     “This [survey] was difficult to complete. 
We had an active family literacy program 
last year and did outreach to day care 
centers in the spring. With hiring freeze 
and vacancies we are probably not going 
to continue this outreach.” 
  Marcia Lewis 
  Loveland Public Library 
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