THE ILLITERACY PROBLEM
IN THE UNITED STATES

After years of being ignored, illiteracy in the United States is finally being
recognized.

The National Assessment of Educational Progress and the National Adult Literacy
Survey reading tests show that “nearly a third of our high school students can’t read, half
can’t read 6" grade lessons or write a simple two or three sentence note, and almost two
thirds can’t read 9" grade assignments in any one subject.”

In the book, Literacy Tutoring Handbook: A guide to Teaching Children and
Adults to Read and Write by Siljander, Reina, and Siljander reported that “less than 33
percent of high school seniors can fully comprehend front-page and editorial material in
newspapers... 36 percent of our public school students are doing primary lessons in Title
I or Special Education remedial classes, 70 percent of our high school students can’t read
9" grade assignments [and] 30 percent of our 12" graders can’t read 4™ grade lessons...
50 percent of U.S. citizens are effectively disenfranchised because they can’t read ballot
propositions or explanations of them.”

[lliteracy not only affects the individual but affects society as whole. An estimated
85 percent of juvenile offenders have reading problems, about 70 percent of the adult
prison population is functionally illiterate, an estimated 75 percent of unemployed people
are functionally illiterate, and 80 percent of the non-reading United States population live
below the poverty level (Literacy Volunteers of Maricopa County, 2004). Moreover,
“Seventy-nine percent of adults on welfare are illiterate” (Brown 1995). The Literacy
Counsel of Northeast Florida (2002) also reports the correlation between welfare
payments and illiteracy. They report that, “Almost 50% of adults on welfare do not have
a high school diploma or a GED.”

Why are so many children failing to acquire adequate reading skills and what could
we in our community do about it? Countless factors contribute to the illiteracy in the U.S.
such as learning disabilities, poverty, and dysfunctional families. One additional reason
why illiteracy is a problem is because reading is not a focus of instruction in middle
school. Siljander, Reina, and Siljander reported that “Most reading instruction stops
entirely after fifth grade.” (id. p.6). This creates a problem when in most primary schools
attendance alone will often suffice for a child to be promoted to the next grade level.
Consequently, when the child advances to middle school he or she is given material that
is beyond his or her reading level and the illiteracy problem continues.



OBJECTIVE

My objective is to provide a tutoring program that teaches children, adolescence,
and adults how to read. I own residential property in Milwaukee, and I would like to open
my home and use it as a learning center. The plan is to provide computers and seek tutors
who will volunteer their time and teach in person as well as via web cameras. Potential
tutors will not be required to have any degrees of higher education, just the desire to help
others. I am confident that there are many caring teachers who have expertise in reading
instruction who will volunteer their time and train tutors. The foundation of the program
would be people devoting their time. I encourage everyone who wants to make a
difference in someone’s life to devote their time and open their hearts, homes, churches,
offices, etc. to provide literacy tutoring. The gesture can bring humongous change.

ABOUT THE WRITER

When I was 18 years old, I was convicted of two armed robberies, aggravated
battery, and substantial battery and sentenced to 54 years in prison.

I turned to crime because, like so many other youths in my community, I had the
thought of “coming up.”

I was kicked out of school at 18 because of poor attendance. [ did not attend school
because drugs affected my family and I did not have the cloths or the mental fortitude. It
was hard for me to concentrate or comprehend what I read because there was so much
going on in my life.

My oldest sister began using drugs and my nieces and nephews often did not have
food, diapers, or a place to sleep. I felt responsible and became depressed because I felt
that I had to do something but there was nothing I could do. I worked as a telemarketer
but was fired after a dispute regarding my pay. Every day my focuses were on how I can
obtain money to survive and help my family. I began drinking and smoking marijuana to
escape the poverty.

During one of my intoxicated states, my nephew and I robbed a liquor store; and
not realizing how serious the offense was, we went back to the store a week later
contemplating robbing it again, but the guy pulled a gun. I struck the guy with several
bottles to disarm him. We got the gun then ran. The guy was an elderly man, 65 years
old, and he received over 200 stitches. I immediately regretted what I did because I had
no intentions of hurting anyone.

I committed those crimes and others because at the time I believe there was no
other way. I couldn’t see myself working some minimum wage job for the rest of my life.
I had no hopes for college. My mother was illiterate and her only expectation of me was
that I graduate from high school. But graduating from high school was not my top



priority because “then what?” I did not believe that I was smart enough for college.
Besides, how would I pay tuition? My grades did not warrant any scholarships, and I had
no one encouraging me to improve my grades. My role models encouraged me to sell
drugs and try to get rich. Prison was just a chance I had to take.

I had brothers, cousins, and nephews who went to prison and survived, so I felt that
[ could survive to. I would get out swoll and become self educated like Malcolm.

I arrived at the prison in April of 1996. In 1997, I obtained my H.S.E.D. I then
participated in vocational Welding, Cabinet Making, and Office Assistant. It seemed
unbelievable to me how many inmates were unable to read or write. The correlation
between illiteracy and recidivism was apparent. I can’t count the inmates whom I’ve seen
released only to return. Sometimes their freedom was so short lived that I did not even
know that they had been rcleased. Most prisoners have good intentions when they are
released, but if a person does not have the skills or knowledge to earn a decent living
resorting to crime is inevitable. To me the simple and logical way to reduce crime is to
increase literacy. _

I began tutoring in an E.S.L. class within the prison in 2004. Initially I took the job
simply to past time, but the teacher had an impact on me. She instilled confidence by
distinguishing the difference between intelligence and academic success. She, in fact,
rebelled against the traditional methods of teaching and encouraged that we first learn our
strength then build upon them. She emphasized that learning is about making connections
with our prior knowledge and most importantly learning is about RESPECT.

It was hard for me to feel respected in a classroom setting when I felt I was the
only person who didn’t understand the curriculum. When I was kicked out of school, I
lost all hope and I turned to crime. I don’t want to see anyone else follow in my footsteps.
If I can prevent even just one child from making the same mistakes that I’ve made, I
would feel that I’ve accomplished a purpose. So, I hope that by writing this I can
encourage others to get involved. I can be contacted at:

Cory Gilmore #254400

Wisconsin Secure Program Facility
P.0. Box 9900

Boscobel, WI 53805



